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This thesis explores the connection between Māori urban migration and the Māori home 
front war effort during World War Two. It argues that Māori urban migration was 
occurring on a meaningful and notable scale before the end of World War Two, and this 
can be seen in the impact urban migration had on the war effort. The relationship 
between war work and migration is examined through case studies of three different 
industries: Market Gardens, Freezing Works, and the Public Service. This framework 
was chosen because it allows for the examination of various employment patterns, as 
they relate to gender, kin, and different forms of migration.  
The historiography for the Māori home front in World War Two has largely been 
limited to analyses of the Māori War Effort Organisation and its legislative legacy. 
Other areas of research usually limit the Māori home front experience to being the 
prologue for events in the 1950s and beyond, in terms of urban migration and industrial 
developments. The period of Māori urban migration after 1950 has often been described 
as a ‘flood’, and the period before that as a ‘drift’. This thesis offers an examination of 
the 1939-1945 period which places the war at the forefront of the story of Māori urban 
migration, and challenges the assumption that Māori urban migration only becomes 
notable after the war. Making use of primary sources ranging from minute books, to 
official correspondence, housing surveys, and census data, this thesis offers a new 
perspective on the Māori home front. It contributes to the scholarship by exploring the 
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World War Two is an area of New Zealand history that has been analysed, debated, and 
revised repeatedly. From the frontlines in Europe, to the campaigns in Egypt, Greece 
and Italy, to the Pacific theatre, historians have written extensively about the experience 
of soldiers and the New Zealand contribution to the Allied war effort. In terms of the 
Māori contribution, specific attention has been paid to the 28 Māori Battalion, releasing 
them from the homogenous study of our soldiers and affording them their own pages in 
history.1 The other face of New Zealand’s war history is the home front. The nation’s 
patriotism, encouraged by the First Labour Government, was expressed in high rates of 
conscription and volunteering, a national food production scheme, and the 
manpowering of men and women into essential industries. The Pākehā home front, then, 
has been written about in considerable depth.2  
This project began with the question: to what extent did Māori contribute to the 
home front war effort in World War Two? In considering this, other questions followed 
about the extent of Māori urban migration during World War Two. By answering these 
two questions, I reveal the intertwined relationship between wartime employment and 
Māori urban migration, and bring these two historiographical debates together.  
This thesis seeks to answer these questions by looking at three main areas. First, 
market gardens reveal Māori families living in main centres before the war, and their 
role in food production as part of the war effort. Second, freezing works were deemed 
an essential industry and labour shortages required the manpowering of Māori men and 
 
1 For the 28th Māori Battalion, see: Monty Soutar, Nga Tama Toa: The Price of Citizenship, 
(Auckland, NZ: David Bateman Ltd, 2008). This volume aims to move away from military history and 
examines the people invovled and affected, and amplifies their voices. Soutar is focused on the East Coast 
iwi that contributed greatly to the Battalion and the war effort, as the home region of Sir Apirana Ngata 
whose leadership inspired the book.  
2 Featured in my review of home front literature are works from Deborah Montgomerie, J.V.T 
Baker, Nancy M. Taylor, and Pamela Alison Mason.     
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Māori women in high numbers. Finally, public service roles show how the war effort 
allowed Māori to take up positions in the government and do important work for the 
war effort on their own terms, often focused in urban areas. The work of the Māori War 
Effort Organisation (MWEO) in assigning and relocating Māori to jobs in cities is 
where Māori efforts on the home front and Māori urban migration come together. Using 
employment as a framework allows an exploration of different demographics of Māori 
workers and an opportunity to assess the extent to which wartime employment needs 
underpinned Māori migration to urban centres. 
Both the lack of work on the Māori home front and the importance of urban 
migration to the Māori experience of World War Two have been noticed by the project 
leaders at The Māori Home Front/Te Hau Kainga, to which my study contributes.3 Te 
Hau Kainga’s overall focus is the Māori experience of World War Two at home. This 
covers economic contribution to the war effort, the impact of war on familial and 
community obligations, and how the war shaped a generation of Māori youth. My 
project fits in to the discussion on economic contribution as well as how the war 
impacted Māori society in terms of employment and geographic spread. 
 
The Māori Home Front 
New Zealand’s home front in World War Two has been covered extensively by 
historians in the decades since the war concluded. Focus has been on the government’s 
responses as the war progressed, the preparation of armed forces in New Zealand 
barracks, the posting of United States personnel on our shores, and the mobilisation of 
the whole country for war purposes. The activities of New Zealanders not involved in 
military service overseas have been chronicled, encompassing how the war impacted 
 
 3 See the Māori Home Front website for further details: www.maorihomefront.nz  
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women’s lives and how women were an integral part of the war effort. However, a 
significant portion of the population is largely absent from these histories. Māori 
contribution to the war effort, aside from serving in the armed forces, has not been 
given the attention it requires, especially in terms of how and where Māori labour was 
used. 
The historiography of World War Two is particularly lacking in the area of 
Māori participation in the home front. Picking up a volume on New Zealand in World 
War Two will generally yield chapters on military strategy and international politics. 
The New Zealand People at War: Political and External Affairs, part of the official 
history of the Second World War series published by the Department of Internal Affairs 
in the second half of the twentieth century, is not a military history. However, it is 
politically focused and examines how Labour’s war policies resonated with the New 
Zealand public, and the relationships between the New Zealand state and other Allied 
nations.4 This volume, despite not narrating the course of military action, is still focused 
on the top-down approach to World War Two and New Zealand’s external war history. 
Māori are not mentioned, even in the context of being a political entity. 
A collection of essays from the turn of the twenty-first century titled Kia Kaha: 
New Zealand in the Second World War contains chapters on United States forces in the 
Pacific, grand strategy, the Navy and Air Force, and conscientious objectors, amongst 
others. This volume combines the military side of the war with aspects of the home 
front experience. John E. Martin’s chapter “Total war? The National Service 
Department and New Zealand’s manpower crisis of 1942” covers the National Service 
Department’s role in controlling essential industry as part of the war effort and the 
delicate relationship between employers, employees, and the government during this 
 
4 F. L. W. Wood, The New Zealand People At War: Political and External Affairs, (Wellington: 
Department of Internal Affairs, 1958). 
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period.5 Ultimately, Martin concludes New Zealand never saw a radical reorganisation 
of industry during the war. Claudia Orange, whose work on the Māori war effort I 
discuss shortly, contributes the chapter “The price of citizenship? The Māori war 
effort.”6 Here she uses her research on the MWEO to analyse the pattern of Māori-
government relations regarding autonomy. This does indeed cover an aspect of the 
Māori home front, though mostly through a political lens. However, despite using the 
Māori phrase ‘Kia Kaha’ as its title, the book as a whole has scarce mention of Māori 
contribution to the war effort.  
 An argument made by scholars of Māori history is that urban migration was a 
post-war phenomenon. While it is generally acknowledged that this movement began 
during the war, the urban relocation of Māori in New Zealand’s major centres has most 
often been studied as part of the 1950s and beyond. In the volume The Māori People in 
the Nineteen Sixties published in 1968, two chapters discuss the phenomenon of Māori 
urban migration. “Urban Immigrants and Tangata Whenua” by I.H. Kawharu analyses 
the movement to the cities and how that meant urban Māori formed a new identity as 
immigrants in their homeland.7 J.M. McCreary’s chapter, “Population Growth and 
Urbanisation”, covers the period 1936 to 1961.8 While McCreary does cover the 1940s, 
World War Two is only mentioned in passing, and therefore the role of the war in urban 
migration is downplayed. As with the limited scholarship on the Māori Home Front, 
Māori urban migration in the 1940s has also been left out of the wartime narrative. My 
 
5 John E Martin,“Total war? The National Service Department and New Zealand’s manpower 
crisis of 1942” in Kia Kaha: New Zealand in the Second World War, ed. John Crawford (Auckland: 
Oxford University Press, 2000), 221-235.  
6 Claudia Orange, “The price of citizenship? The Māori war effort,” in Kia Kaha: New Zealand 
in the Second World War, ed. John Crawford (Auckland: Oxford University Press, 2000), 236-251.   
7 I.H. Kawharu, “Urban Immigrants and Tangata Whenua,” in The Māori People in the Nineteen 
Sixties, ed. Erik Schwimmer, (Auckland, NZ: Blackwood and Janet Paul Ltd, 1968), 174-186.  
8 J. M. McCreary, “Population Growth and Urbanisation” in The Māori People in the Nineteen 




research aims to show how Māori had already established a solid footing in urban 
centres before the end of the war. 
Official histories have neglected to elaborate on the role of Māori on the home 
front. The New Zealand People At War: War Economy by J.V.T Baker, part of the 
official fifty-volume series published by the Department of Internal Affairs, makes only 
two mentions of Māori in its more than 500 pages; when Baker mentions the Māori 
population, how many Māori were in the armed forces and how many in essential 
industry, and how many Māori Tribal Committees formed during the war. Baker 
justifies this exclusion by stating “The people, irrespective of race, contributed to the 
war effort [...],”9 meaning that one must just assume Māori are featured in other 
statistics and discussions. This perspective is understandable to some degree, and as a 
result this official volume portrays a seemingly unified and united war effort. However, 
it also contributes to the erasure of Māori and their contributions from the war effort and 
the war economy.  
Another volume in this series, The New Zealand People At War: The Home 
Front  by Nancy M. Taylor, touches on Māori urbanisation with regards to the housing 
crisis in Auckland that arose during World War Two. Taylor also mentions Apirana 
Ngata’s land development schemes, and some of the industries in which Māori were 
prominent during the war. Also examined in brief is the connection between the MWEO 
and urban migration, and the idea that Māori were becoming “race conscious”10 to 
preserve Māori culture and tradition as a reaction to increasing interaction with Pākehā 
during the war.  
 
9 J.V.T. Baker, The New Zealand People at War: War Economy, (Wellington, NZ: Department 
of Internal Affairs, 1965), 454.   
10 Nancy M. Taylor, The New Zealand People at War: The Home Front, (Wellington, NZ: 
Department of Internal Affairs, 1986), 1244.  
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Existing studies on Māori employment in the mid twentieth century focus 
principally on the influence of the state. These twenty years span the duration of the 
First Labour government, which was faced with high rates of Māori unemployment due 
to the Depression, and so developed schemes that were intended to place Māori men 
into work.11 G.V. Butterworth’s 1972 article provides a comprehensive account of the 
politics surrounding Māori affairs in the first half of the twentieth century. He describes 
this period as a “renaissance” for rural Māori, as he believes they were successfully 
brought into Pākehā society, whilst retaining their culture.12 As well as this, the 
government made a concerted effort to improve Māori housing and raise their standard 
of living.13 Butterworth praises the government’s actions, hence his use of the term 
“renaissance”, because of what he sees as successful integration of young Māori and a 
demographic resurgence.  
The late 1970s saw two theses emerge that explored the relationship between 
Māori and the state, from different angles. Ralph Ngata Love’s “Policies of Frustration” 
(1977) delivers a comprehensive account of the Labour Party, the Ratana movement, 
and the involvement of Māori in the twentieth-century New Zealand political system. 
Included in this discussion is the MWEO, which Love argues was the precursor of 
change for Māori in politics. Ratana political leaders such as Eruera Tirikatene, Paraire 
Paikea, and H.T Ratana made the initial plans for the establishment of the MWEO, 
amidst the Labour government’s reluctance to allow Māori control of their war effort.14  
Claudia Orange’s thesis, completed in the same year as Love’s, studies the 
relationship between the state, Māori and employment in detail. Despite the efforts to 
 
11 Claudia Orange, “A kind of equality: Labour and the Māori people, 1935-1949” (MA thesis, 
University of Auckland, 1977), 63.  
12 G. V Butterworth, “A Rural Māori Renaissance? Māori Society and Politics 1920 to 1951.” 
The Journal of Polynesian Society 81, no.2 (1972): 160.  
13 Butterworth, 191.   
14 Ralph Ngata Love, “Policies of Frustration: The Growth of Māori Politics, The Ratana/Labour 
Era,” (Ph.D thesis, Victoria University, 1977), 330.  
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have Māori supported by the land development schemes, Māori were still moving into 
the cities seeking jobs in industries other than farming and the sustenance benefit.15 
During World War Two, Labour perceived of Māori as a labour force that could be 
funneled into essential industries to contribute to the war effort. Māori politicians 
argued for greater involvement in the war effort, which fostered the emergence of the 
MWEO in 1942 and with it, hundreds of tribal committees tasked with managing Māori 
recruitment into armed forces and industry. Māori women’s involvement in paid work 
increased significantly, from 49.9% in 1936 to 76.5% in 1945.16 By 1949, a reversal had 
occurred in the conceptualisation of Māori futures in the mind of the government. There 
was an acceptance by groups such as the Māori Education and Employment Committee 
that urban migration was required for Māori.17 Here, Orange is focused on the political 
and legislative side of this phenomenon rather than patterns of employment and 
migration.  
The MWEO was a state-sanctioned entity and the main way the government 
influenced Māori employment and mobility in World War Two. A decade on from her 
MA thesis, Orange explored the MWEO in a 1987 article for the New Zealand Journal 
of History. World War Two, according to Orange, was when Māori took administrative 
control of their own affairs for the first time. However this did not last beyond 1945, as 
the MWEO was absorbed into the Department of Māori Affairs (DoMA), previously 
known as the Native Department.18 For Orange, the demise of the MWEO is an 
example of how Labour and Pākehā saw Māori issues as being about how to manage 
and govern them, rather than about Māori autonomy.19 Orange concluded by calling for 
 
15 Orange, “A kind of equality”, 67.  
16 Ibid., 172.  
17 Ibid., 177.  
18 Claudia Orange, “An Exercise in Māori Autonomy: The Rise and Demise of the Māori War 
Effort Organization,” The New Zealand Journal of History 21, no.1 (1987): 171.  
19 Orange, “An Exercise in Māori Autonomy,” 170.  
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more revision and critical study of the Native Department and the MWEO, than had 
been done previously. My thesis is in part a response to this call from Orange. 
Historians are aware of the gap in their work when it comes to Māori 
employment in the 1940s and have acknowledged it. New Zealand history as a whole 
moved away from the top-down approach in the 1970s and by the 1980s research was 
being focused on areas of society that had previously been disregarded, including 
women and their experiences in employment. Some early contributions to women’s 
labour history include Pamela Alison Mason’s 1983 thesis on female employment in 
World War Two. She is overt about her focus on Pākehā women and declares that the 
war had a larger and wider-reaching impact on Pākehā women as opposed to Māori 
women.20 Her thesis puts forth the notion that Māori did not experience urban migration 
until the post-war era, which my research shows was not the case.21 Indeed, Mason 
undermines her statement when she notes that Māori women’s participation in clothing 
manufacturing increased by twenty per cent through the period 1936 to 1945. This 
means Māori women were moving into cities where these factories were located, and a 
twenty per cent increase in nine years is not insignificant, especially when she states 
that the percentage of Pākehā women in the industry remained the same. 
Deborah Montgomerie states in the preface to her 1986 MA thesis on paid 
women’s work in World War Two that her research looks only at Pākehā women.22 
Three years later, in an article on the impact the war had on female employment, 
Montgomerie again focuses on the Pākehā experience.23 The article argues that the war 
did not “progress” the idea of women’s work in society, as it was still believed to be 
 
20 Pamela Alison Mason, “The re-distribution of woman-power: Women in the workforce, 1940-
1945” (MA thesis, University of Otago, 1983), 2.  
21 Mason, 19. 
22 Deborah Montgomerie, “A personal affair between me and Hitler? Public attitudes to women’s 
paid work in New Zealand during World War Two” (MA thesis, University of Auckland, 1986), iii.   
23 Deborah Montgomerie, “The Limitations of Wartime Change. Women War Workers in New 
Zealand.” The New Zealand Journal of History 21, no.1 (1989), 74.  
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inferior to men’s work, and thus was not the step forward for women’s rights that some 
claim.24 Montgomerie expands on this argument in her 2001 book The Woman’s War: 
New Zealand Women 1939-45.25  The extended word count of a book allowed 
Montgomerie to integrate discussions of Māori women into her work. Throughout, 
Montgomerie weaves mention of Māori women regularly into the story of the woman’s 
war. Her philosophy when dealing with Māori women is to focus on the “sameness” of 
Pākehā and Māori experiences, although she does acknowledge there are distinct 
differences between how gender roles are conceptualised between the two cultures.26 
Montgomerie calls for more research to be done on this aspect. Māori organisations 
such as Ngāti Poneke and the MWEO are examined, as is the general process of 
manpowering Māori into various industries.27 While this approach has merit, I think it is 
also valuable to examine Māori women and their experience of the war’s impact on 
gender roles in their own right.  
 Around the late 1980s historians began to include Māori in their analyses of 
labour patterns. In 1988 a review of Māori women’s participation in the economy by 
Miriama Evans and Anne Horsfield for the Ministry of Women’s Affairs found that “A 
lack of data to highlight the intersection of gender and ethnicity (...) has made Māori 
women more invisible in both categories.”28 Their work, though, is focused on the late 
1980s and not the war years. More recently, Cybѐle Locke’s work on unionism in post-
war New Zealand acknowledges gaps in labour history, which she seeks to rectify.29 
Despite being focused on the post-war period, both of these works cite World War Two 
 
24 Montgomerie, “The Limitations of Wartime Change,” 69.  
25 Deborah Montgomerie, The Woman’s War: New Zealand Women 1939-45 (Auckland, NZ: 
Auckland University Press, 2001).  
26 Montgomerie, The Woman’s War, 22.  
27 Ibid., 97.  
28 Miriama Evans and Anne Horsfield, Maori women in the economy: a preliminary review of 
the economic position of Māori women in New Zealand (Wellington, NZ: Ministry of Women’s Affairs, 
1988), 1. 
29 Cybѐle Locke, Workers in the Margins: union radicals in post-war New Zealand (Wellington, 
NZ: Bridget Williams Books, 2012), 13. 
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as being important in the development of Māori urbanisation. Using the aforementioned 
works as a sample shows how discourse on labour has evolved over the last eighty years 
to attempt to incorporate Māori labour history into our collective knowledge. However, 
there is still more to be done in the study of Māori urbanisation during World War Two, 
despite it being emphasised as the catalyst for rapid migration. Moving into the 1990s, 
in summarising the participation of women in the labour force over the last century, 
Lisa Davies notes the lack of data available on Māori women in paid employment, 
despite naming the war period the catalyst for increased female participation in paid 
work.30 A lack of sources is claimed as a key reason for the scarcity of research on 
Māori employment and mobility in World War Two. 
Historians working in the twenty-first century have continued to investigate the 
role of past governments in employment patterns. Melanie Nolan’s 2000 book 
Breadwinning: New Zealand Women and the State focuses on how successive 
governments emphasised the importance of the male breadwinner to society and 
traditional family structure.31 This is extended to Māori as well as Pākehā. Richard 
Nightingale’s 2007 PhD thesis also discusses the role of the state in moulding the Māori 
workforce, and he analyses this with colonialism and capitalism in mind.32 His work is 
weakest regarding the war years, though he does mention the land development 
schemes and notes that their failure to support the growing Māori population was a 
major factor in Māori moving to the cities for employment.33  
Another arena where the state was able to extend influence over the movement 
of Māori was in housing. Ella Arbury’s 2019 PhD thesis is a thorough analysis of the 
 
30 Lisa Davies, Women’s labour force participation in New Zealand: the past 100 years 
(Wellington, NZ: The Agency, 1993), 33-38.  
31 Melanie Nolan, Breadwinning: New Zealand women and the state (Christchurch, NZ: 
Canterbury University Press, 2000), 25.   
32 Richard Nightingale, “Māori at Work: the Shaping of a Māori Workforce within the New 
Zealand State 1935-1975” (PhD thesis, Massey University, 2007), 1.  
33 Nightingale, 119. 
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relationship between housing and health in the first half of the twentieth century. 
Housing for Māori during the 1920s, ’30s, and ’40s in Auckland was a source of public 
debate.34 Māori living on market gardens was the subject of scrutiny and much 
agonising by certain community groups and the government. The 1929 review of 
market garden conditions found the health of inhabitants to be relatively good, however 
the living environments were determined to be unacceptable. This conclusion was 
informed by racism against the Chinese market garden operators and the supposed 
immorality of Māori and Chinese relationships.35  Arbury chronicles the various 
investigations carried out in the early 1930s.36 She later looks at the impact of urban 
migration during World War Two on housing requirements.37 After the war, the 
construction of state housing began to provide homes for the increased urban 
populations. Māori in Auckland suburbs like Orakei, Tamaki, and Onehunga were 
allocated more than sixty homes in 1949.38  
As the housing situation highlights, ideas of race and morality combined with 
notions of patriarchal gender roles in the early to mid twentieth century influenced 
public debates regarding Māori employment. Organisations like the Auckland-based 
Akarana Māori Association (AMA), as well as prominent Māori like Sir Apirana Ngata 
believed miscegenation with “Asiatics” would cause Māori “degeneration”. From 1928 
to 1935 Sir Apirana Ngata was Minister for Native Affairs as part of the United 
government, and remained in Parliament in Opposition until 1943. His belief that Māori 
 
34 See Angela Wanhalla, “Housing Un/healthy Bodies: Native Housing Surveys and Maori 
Health in New Zealand 1930-45,” Health and History 8, no. 1 (2006): 100-120 for more on state 
involvement and intervention in Māori housing for health and the pursuit of Europeanisation policies. 
35 Ella Arbury, “A Healthy Home? Housing and Health in Tamaki Makourou/Auckland 1918-
1949” (PhD thesis, University of Auckland, 2019), 61.  
36 Arbury, 58-65.  
37 Ibid., 277-279.   
38 Ibid., 294.  
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should return to their tribal lands was put into motion with his land development 
schemes.  
In contrast to Ngata, the First Labour government was interested in creating 
“ideal” Māori citizens.39 Megan C. Woods’ 2002 thesis focused on the the period 1942 
to 1969, but alludes to the 1930s as well. Woods traces the process by which the state 
sought to replace assimilationist policies with integration during World War Two and 
the post-war period, and makes the argument that these policies were gendered. Women 
were thought to be more readily integrated than men.40 Woods points out prior 
scholarship had not taken into account the role of gender in how the state interacted 
with Māori urban migration.41 This argument is based around the urban migration of 
young, single Māori women and policies related to domestic work. Domestic training 
was seen as a method through which Māori women would learn to conform to European 
concepts of womanhood and morality and pass these ideas on to their children, thereby 
raising the standards of their “race”.42 
An article published in a 2007 volume of Gender & History by Barbara Brookes 
articulates how “whiteness” was expanded to include Māori, and exclude Chinese and 
other “lesser” races.43 These ideas were supported by gendered constructs, to protect the 
masculinity of Pākehā and Māori men, and control the movements and lives of Māori 
women.44 Brookes developed this further in a chapter on the role of eugenics in New 
Zealand society in the twentieth century published in a 2018 collection. She details 
 
39 Megan C. Woods, “Integrating the nation: gendering Māori urbanisation and integration, 
1942-1969” (PhD thesis, University of Canterbury, 2002), 9. See also: Aroha Harris, “Dancing with the 
state: Māori creative energy and policies of integration, 1945-1967” (PhD thesis, University of Auckland, 
2007) for more on integration policies in the post-war period.  
40 Woods, “Integrating the nation,” 9.  
41 Ibid., 28.  
42 Megan C. Woods, “Dissolving the Frontiers: Single Māori Women’s Migrations, 1942-1969,” 
in Shifting Centres: Women and Migration in New Zealand History ed. Lyndon Fraser and Katie Pickles 
(Dunedin, NZ: University of Otago Press, 2002): 120.  
43 Barbara Brookes, “Gender, Work and Fears of a ‘Hybrid Race’ in 1920s New Zealand,” 
Gender & History 19, no.3 (2007), 502.  
44 Brookes, “Gender, Work and Fears of a ‘Hybrid Race’”, 514.   
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Ngata’s role in the state’s quest to create the ideal Māori citizens and how this 
intersected with the public debate regarding Māori workers inhabiting Chinese market 
gardens.45 Concepts about racial hierarchy influenced how the state engaged with Māori 
who had relocated to urban areas and their places of employment. This has undergone 
much study, particularly pertaining to market gardening in Auckland. The Chinese 
market gardens debate has tended to focus on the interwar years but as this thesis shows 
Māori employment on the gardens continued to attract attention during the 1940s and 
especially during the war. 
  
Māori Urban Migration 
Post-war anthropological studies of Māori communities reveal much about Pākehā and 
academic interpretations of how Māori were to be incorporated into Pākehā society. 
Ernest and Pearl Beaglehole’s 1946 Some Modern Māoris was published in order to 
supply the government with an understanding of where Māori society was headed.46 
Their study of Otaki reveals where Māori were finding work around this time. Joan 
Metge conducted a study during the early fifties, published in 1964, on a Northland 
Māori community and is specifically focused on patterns of urban migration. Metge 
makes it clear that urban migration began in World War Two because of manpower 
direction into industries for the war effort.47 She was critical of the Beaglehole’s 
research and findings, calling their conclusions “fallacious” and “simplistic”.48 
However, Metge’s work is an outlier in this regard. Most twentieth-century historical 
 
45 Barbara Brookes, “‘Aristocrats of Knowledge’: Māori Anthropologists and the Survival of the 
‘Race’” in Eugenics at the Edges of Empire: New Zealand, Australia, Canada and South Africa, eds 
Diane Paul, John Stenhouse, and Hamish G. Spencer (Switzerland: Palgrave Macmillan, 2018), 278. 
46 Daniel Morrow and Barbara Brookes, “The Politics of Knowledge: Anthropology and Māori 
Modernity in Mid-Twentieth-Century New Zealand,” History and Anthropology 24, no.1 (2013): 459 
47 Joan Metge, A New Māori Migration: rural and urban relations in Northern New Zealand 
(London, UK: London School of Economics and Political Science, 1964), 1.  
48 Morrow and Brookes, 466. 
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studies did not acknowledge pre-war and wartime urban migration to the extent it 
deserves. Ian D. Pool’s The Māori Population of New Zealand 1769-1971, while being 
a demographic study, makes the point that “it was only after the war that the problems 
of rural life became acute”.49 Rural life had become a struggle before the war and was 
one cause for urban migration.  
Recently Māori urban migration has been re-analysed. Melissa Matutina 
Williams’ Panguru and the City, published in 2015, is made all the better by Williams 
being a Māori historian with immediate family links to Panguru, the small community 
at the centre of her work located in North Hokianga. Her cultural knowledge and family 
connections mean she paints a more nuanced picture than the aforementioned 
Beagleholes. Williams states her aim was to bring the stories of older Māori migrants to 
the fore, a demographic who have sometimes been generalised in previous histories as 
the faceless Māori urban migration.50 Williams humanises and individualises this set of 
people. Her book mostly takes place after 1945 and into the late twentieth century, with 
one chapter that covers the years before World War Two. In this, it follows the pattern 
set by most other literature on Māori urban migration. Williams establishes that 
migration had been a part of Māori life since they crossed the Pacific and landed in New 
Zealand, and journeyed inland.51 Williams states that previously the historiography of 
Māori urban migration has focused on the integration, measurement, and 
problematisation of the Māori population.52 Like Williams, I aim to move the discussion 
away from the vilification of Māori urban migration. I do this by focusing on the 
contribution the urban Māori population made to the war effort.  
 
49 Ian D. Pool, The Māori Population of New Zealand 1769-1971 (Auckland, NZ: Auckland 
University Press, 1977), 199.  
50 Melissa Matutina Williams, Panguru and the City (Wellington: Bridget Williams Books, 
2015), 13.   
51 Williams, Panguru and the City, 39. 
52 Melissa Matutina Williams, “Factory-ing Workplaces into Māori History,” Te Pouhere Korero 
6 (2012): 6.    
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Ben Schrader’s The Big Smoke from 2016 includes a chapter on Māori urban 
migration. Schrader uses the city as a site to show shifting Māori and Pākehā 
interactions over the decades since New Zealand’s colonisation While only covering 
1840 to 1920, this work shows what can be done in the field of Māori urban migration. 
During this period, Māori moved away from cities, leaving 1.9% of Māori in cities by 
1878.53  Even within cities, Māori lived in communal settlements like Ōrakei, which 
was present as the city grew around it.54 Into the 1900s Māori living in cities carved out 
their own social spaces in the centre of the Pākehā world. The period after World War 
One saw Māori urban populations rise steadily. With this chapter, Schrader pushes back 
against the idea that the post-World War Two flood of urban migration was 
inexplicable, by showing the context of many decades of Māori interaction with cities. 
Both Schrader and Williams’ works contrast with studies from the twentieth century, as 
they take the view that urban living was a prominent part of Māori history long before 
World War Two.  
Since the late twentieth century a number of autobiographies and collected 
stories from Māori who came of age during World War Two and lived through this 
early period of urban migration have appeared. The series of autobiographies by Mihi 
Edwards published in the 1990s include coverage of her life after migrating to 
Wellington in 1937, narrates her feelings and events that happened to her during this 
period. Personal works like this include anecdotes about the treatment of urban Māori 
by Pākehā. Edwards recalls being fired when her employers discovered she was Māori, 
despite using a Pākehā name, and struggling to find a place to stay.55 She recalls Pākehā 
 
53 Ben Schrader, The Big Smoke (Wellington, NZ: Bridget Williams Books, 2016), 200.   
54 Schrader, 202.  
55 Mihi Edwards, Mihipeka: Time of Turmoil (Auckland, NZ: Penguin Books, 1992), 74.   
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landlords refusing her after being informed she was Māori, despite having vacancy 
signs on display, and despite her having a steady job. 
In 2001 The Silent Migration collated stories from members, including Mihi 
Edwards, of the Ngāti Pōneke Young Māori Club in Wellington. They tell of how they 
journeyed to Wellington and how they found it difficult to feel secure, until they were 
able to gather with people like themselves at Ngāti Pōneke. The collections reveals 
where these people worked: Witarina Harris was a typist for Apirana Ngata, Francis 
Warren worked as a tailor, and her cousin Titi at the Native Trusts Office.56 The 
autobiography of Te Onehou Phillis, published in 2012, tracks her movements from 
Whakatane to Hamilton during her twenties in the 1940s. Her occupations included 
working for town councils as a typist, as a waitress at a prestigious boys school, and as a 
typist for the New Zealand Dairy Company.57 These publications are part of the 
emergence of study on “ordinary” people, and are less about the state and political 
changes, and more focused on lived experiences. This is a clear shift from the research 
being done in the 1980s.  
A recent duo of publications take a look at the economics of urban migration. 
Brian Easton’s Heke Tangata-Māori in Markets and Cities describes the 1940s as being 
a “trickle” compared to the “flood” that would occur postwar.58 He also explains that he 
focuses largely on Māori men during the 1940s, as their story is easier to understand 
with more statistical evidence.59 Much of his book is focused on the post-war years. 
Bradford Haami’s Urban Māori: The Second Great Migration goes as far back as to 
narrate the journey Māori ancestors made to Aotearoa from their homeland, and he 
 
56 Patricia Grace, Irihapeti Ramsden, and Jonathan Dennis, The Silent Migration Ngāti Pōneke 
Young Māori Club 1937-1948 (Wellington, NZ: Huia Publishers, 2001), 14, 30.  
57 Te Onehou Phillis, Maumahara: The Memories of Te Onehou Phillis (Ōtaki, NZ: Kapohia 
Ltd, 2012), 49, 54, 56, 59. 
58 Brian Easton, Heke Tangata: Māori in Markets and Cities (Auckland, NZ: Oratia Books, 
2018), 23.  
59 Easton, Heke Tangata, 29.  
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compares urban migration to this.60 Haami synthesises the factors that contributed to 
Māori urban migration, noting the role of Apirana Ngata, the MWEO and the tribal 
committees, the focus on Māori welfare for the morality of society, and the importance 
of groups like Ngāti Pōneke as “quasi-tribes” in the city.  
While there has been academic research on Māori labour, a gap remains around 
World War Two and its effects on urban migration and on Māori employment. This is 
understandable because of the lack of detailed primary sources. In particular, there has 
been limited attention paid to Māori men on the home front in favour of work on those 
men who served overseas with the 28 Māori Battalion. Another feature of the 
historiography is the use of the term “drift” versus “migration”. Drift implies a casual, 
slow change and lacking purpose. A migration would imply intentional, even 
orchestrated, but at least a purposeful mass movement of people that is caused by real, 
pressing reasons rather than whims. Use of one term over the other indicates an author’s 
ideas about where urban migration began. The role of the state in Maōri migration and 
employment is a theme that runs through historical investigation of Māori labour in the 
1940s. More work that encompasses the influence of the war on Māori urban migration, 
and Māori experiences of working on the home front are needed. This thesis contributes 
to the debate by examining three industries that featured Māori workers during the war 
to show the links between the war, employment, and urban migration.  
 
Methodology  
As has been noted, primary source material for Māori life on the home front during the 
war is fragmentary. The state of national emergency during the war meant some 
 
60 Bradford Haami, Urban Māori: The Second Great Migration (Auckland, NZ: Oratia Books, 
2018), 13.  
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practices were suspended, notably the national census. For my research I have had to 
rely on a mixture of primary materials from different sources, which I have brought 
together to illustrate dimensions of the Māori home front experience in relation to 
demographics, employment and housing. The majority of these sources are from 
government departments, and are therefore less intimate in scope.  
 I make use of national census data, but the 1936 and 1945 censuses book-end the 
war years, so it is not possible for one to view complete statistical data for World War 
Two. The censuses that were carried out in this era categorised Māori on the basis of 
“blood quantum” rather than self-identification. Those deemed less than “fifty percent 
Māori” were not categorised as Māori in the census, and so those counted as Māori in 
the census may not be the same as those included in other sources I use, such as the 
housing surveys. These inconsistencies based on the use of colonial racial categories 
limit the value of statistical data. To make up for the limits of the census, I also make 
use of New Zealand Official Yearbooks, Native Department housing surveys, annual 
reports (such as that of the National Service Department) published in the Appendices to 
the Journal of the House of Representatives, relevant official correspondence that 
discusses statistical figures, as well as the civilian narratives produced by the War 
History Branch.  
In addition to official statistics, I have drawn upon the files of the DoMA and 
some from the Department of Labour. These archives almost entirely consist of 
correspondence between officials, secretaries, and ministers of departments, on various 
topics relevant to the collection. Other material in these files are official reports and 
surveys, and letters from people outside of the government. At the outset, one of my 
goals with this thesis was to help shed light on the experiences and activities of Māori in 
World War Two, but the archival sources used generally do not provide the views and 
opinions of the people I am actually interested in – the people working on the market 
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gardens or in the freezing works. Although official in tone, the correspondence does, at 
times, encompass letters from Māori community figures and highlight matters deemed 
important to them. These sources are more useful, in that sense, for some of the people 
working in the MWEO, but only at a higher level in the organisation.  
The other limitation in perspective comes from the fact that I am a Pākehā 
writing about Māori. While I do not touch on Māori cultural practices or beliefs, and my 
focus is on more quantitative aspects, I think it is important to acknowledge my analysis 
of certain elements of Māori culture is informed by my cultural background. The same 
is true of other primary sources I have used, such as official correspondence and 
newspapers, which lack a Māori perspective in most cases. Newspapers were subject to 
censorship, which must be considered when using them as a source. On the other hand, 
I have been able to use the Māori magazine Te Ao Hou which, although a government 
publication, was aimed specifically at Māori and was published in te reo Māori as well 
as English.  
I use the term “urban” throughout this thesis. As of 2018 the modern usage of 
this term by Statistics New Zealand defines an urban area as having no administrative or 
legal basis, high population density, and “built environment features where people and 
buildings are located close together for residential, cultural, productive, trade, and social 
purposes.”61 In terms of population, an urban area must hold about 1000 residents and a 
population density of 400 residents or more per square kilometre. A “small” urban area 
is classed as having between 1000-9999 residents, progressing in increments up to a 
“major” urban area of 100,000 or more residents. In comparison, Statistics New Zealand 
defined a rural area as having between 200 and 1000 residents or at least 40 residential 
dwellings. It is hard to say whether the primary sources I make use of in this thesis 
 




define “urban” within the same limits. It is possible a different set of criteria was used, 
and it possibly varied between government departments or contexts. I have attempted to 
make use of the word “urban” in the same contexts as the source material so as to not 
warp their original meaning, however I have taken note of the 2018 definition as a 
frame of reference for myself.  
 
Chapter Structure 
Chapter One provides an overview of the role Māori played in World War One, some 
relevant demographics pertaining to the Māori population before World War Two, and a 
summary of what employment options Māori had in the 1920s and 1930s. With this 
chapter I offer context for later chapters by explaining in brief the role of Māori in 
World War One both as part of the armed forces and on the home front. I will also bring 
in the wider context of the economy, such as the growth of manufacturing during the 
1930s which complemented increased food production and exports. This created more 
jobs in urban centres which enticed many, including Māori, into the cities despite the 
efforts of some government schemes to keep Māori rural. By 1939 and the outbreak of 
World War Two, Māori were already in the process of looking to the cities for their 
future.  
 The following three chapters are framed around three industries, representing 
different forms of employment and different patterns of migration. By using case 
studies, I am able to explore a range of experiences including gender, and whānau-based 
and circular patterns of mobility. Using case studies allows me to show how broadly 
and deeply Māori urban migration, employment, and the war were entwined.  
Chapter Two covers market gardens, their place in the war effort, and how 
market gardens were a site for inter-cultural mingling as well as a focal point for kin-
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based Māori urban migration. Housing features prominently in this discussion, which 
illustrates the hypocrisy of Pākehā who tried to keep Māori out of urban areas. In this 
chapter I use a housing survey to analyse the demographics, geographic origins, and 
wages of a set of Māori workers living in an area of Auckland, including on Chinese 
market garden land. I also show that Māori urban migration for market garden work was 
ocurring before the war, and the nature of the relationships that formed between Māori 
and Chinese people on the gardens. Market gardens are underplayed in terms of their 
impact on the war effort, and I demonstrate the role Māori market garden workers had 
in food production during this period. This chapter is an examination of familial 
migration, housing debates, and racial tension, against the backdrop of World War Two. 
Chapter Three looks at the meat freezing industry and the role of Māori in what 
would be declared “essential” work. Despite being thought of as a male-dominated 
industry, it is notable that Māori women also played a role in this industry during World 
War Two, however this is difficult to trace in the archives outside of photographic 
evidence. In this chapter I analyse the role of the frozen meat industry in the war effort, 
particularly in Auckland but also in rural areas of the country. The story of migration in 
this industry is not entirely rural-to-urban, which helps complicate any linear narrative 
around migration and is an example of the dynamic nature of this subject. Māori 
workers were instrumental in enabling the industry to perform its role in the war effort, 
easing the pressure of chronic labour shortages. Discussions of worker solidarity, 
unionism, and patriotism are also woven in, showing how fraught the war effort was at 
times.   
Chapter Four tackles the public service, particularly the MWEO. I show how 
this organisation was both an employer of Māori, and also worked to find employment 
for Māori during the war and beyond, which often contributed to urban migration. This 
organisation was the backbone of the Māori home front war effort, and with this chapter 
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I will highlight the work that was being done at the ground level by numerous Māori 
volunteers and staff, on a nation-wide scale. I also bring in the narratives of people not 
involved in the MWEO, but who were still involved in the public service during World 
War Two, albeit not always in direct service of the war effort. Together these chapters 
will demonstrate how important Māori were in the home front war effort in a variety of 
industries, featuring Māori of all ages and both sexes, as well as how Māori urban 
migration was a crucial part of the war effort and one of its most significant legacies.  
 Exploring what the World War Two home front looked like for Māori, through 
various forms of employment, reveals the impact the war had on Māori ways of life. 
The war played an important role in urban migration by creating circumstances in which 
Māori were able to take up roles in industries previously closed to them. This can be 
particularly seen with the MWEO, which only existed because of the war effort. It is 
important to note, however, that the war did not begin urban migration, and that Māori 
were already starting to move into cities. Rather, World War Two was the backdrop to 
growing urban migration which took placed amongst the highly engaged Māori war 
effort. These efforts deserve to be explicitly highlighted and acknowledged as more than 








From One World War to Another: An Overview of Māori in the 
1920s-1930s 
 
New Zealand’s World War Two effort was built on lessons learned and actions taken in 
World War One. As they would 25 years later, Māori contributed to the national war 
effort in multiple ways. This included serving in the armed forces and fundraising for 
patriotic associations on the home front. The best-known aspect of the Māori home 
front in World War One is the staunch opposition to military service from iwi in 
Taranaki and Waikato. After World War One, Māori saw little positive change in their 
circumstances. In the difficult interwar years, amidst the Great Depression, efforts were 
made to “save” the Māori population from decline. Overall, Māori generally remained 
rurally located but, as I will show, some urban migration was ocurring. As historian 
Malcolm McKinnon notes, the Depression brought with it factors that shifted Māori into 
the mainstream, and foreshadowed the emergence of new patterns of employment.1 
In this chapter I demonstrate that Māori urban migration had begun prior to the 
advent of World War Two. Using population statistics and employment data, one can 
see a trend beginning to emerge of migration particularly from Northland to Auckland. I 
also provide context for the Māori home front war effort in World War One, so that the 
breadth and depth of their effort in World War Two can be understood and appreciated. 
I show how Māori were making further inroads into the Pākehā economy and adapting 
to the nation’s situation during the Great Depression, to varying degrees of success. I 
conclude the chapter with a broad overview of how Māori were involved in the World 
War Two war effort.  
 
1 Malcolm McKinnon, The Broken Decade: Prosperity, depression and recovery in New 
Zealand, 1928-39 (Dunedin, NZ: Otago University Press, 2016), 28. 
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Māori in World War One 
In order to assess the contribution of Māori to the World War Two home front, it will be 
useful for comparison’s sake to have a sense of what this looked like on the home front 
in World War One. In general, New Zealand’s war effort in World War Two was much 
greater in terms of people and production. However, for my purposes, the point of this 
comparison is less about scale than it is about the type of activities Māori were involved 
in. Most of this is common knowledge to historians but it is helpful to be able to see 
clearly the growth and change in the Māori war effort across both World Wars. 
More than 2000 men served in the Māori fighting contingent in World War One, 
notably in the Pioneer Battalion but also as a labour force, which laid the foundations 
for the Māori Battalion of World War Two. On the other hand, continuing conflict 
between the Crown and some iwi meant many Māori were not enthusiastic about 
supporting the war effort. This conflict was centered around land confiscation and the 
wars of the 1860s, and these grievances were exacerbated when conscription was 
selectively applied to Māori in 1917. The refusal to serve in the armed forces existed 
alongside Pākehā conscientious objection to the war and similarily ended in 
imprisonment for some Māori men. A key figure of the Māori opposition to 
conscription was Te Puea Hērangi, a Kīngitanga leader who was grand-daughter to the 
second Māori King. Te Puea stated it was forbidden for Waikato Māori to take up arms 
alongside the Crown. Therefore, iwi of Taranaki and Tainui-Waikato were vocal in their 
refusal to support this “white man’s war”.2  
The opposition to Māori involvement in the war effort was not unanimous, with 
the four Māori Members of Parliament (MP) being in support of voluntary Māori 
contribution. Apirana Ngata, at the time MP for the Eastern Māori electorate, felt Māori 
 




support for the war would aid their quest for equality in the eyes of the Pākehā state. 
Initially, Māori were not allowed by the Government to fight in a European war but this 
was eventually reversed when it became apparent there was a need for more soldiers. 
Ngata and his fellow Māori MPs formed the Native Contingent Committee which was 
responsible for co-ordinating Māori recruitment, but they failed to meet even their small 
target of 150 recruits each month. In order to meet their targets, some in the Committee 
attempted to get Kīngitanga Māori to join by shaming them with the suffering of their 
fellow Māori overseas.  
Conscription was introduced in 1916 for Pākehā men. In 1917 it was applied to 
only Waikato-Maniapoto in the Māori population, as they were deemed tribes who had 
failed to answer the original call for recruits. Taranaki was not included despite being 
one of the tribes who had contributed the least. Te Puea sheltered Māori who chose to 
not answer conscription at Te Paine pā, which resulted in Waikato iwi being labelled as 
traitors. Seven men at the pā were arrested and taken to a training camp in Auckland 
and some later to Mt Eden prison. In the end, 74 out of 552 Māori men called to serve 
through conscription actually answered the call, with 111 Māori men arrested for 
resisting conscription. Outside of conscription, 2227 Māori served in the Pioneer 
Battalion plus 458 Pacific Islanders, after the initial 500 strong Māori Contingent of 
1915. This amounted to about 4.33 per cent of the Māori population, which was 
proportionally equal to about half of what the Pākehā population contributed.3 The 
antagonistic relationship between certain sections of the Māori population, and the 
government during this period over volunteering rates is absent in the World War Two 
effort.  
 
3 Steven Loveridge and James Watson, The Home Front (Auckland, NZ: Massey University 
Press, 2019), 314.  
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 Iwi were also involved in other home front activities. Te Raki and Northland 
Māori held local fundraising events which generated donations.4 These funds were 
usually given to either the Patriotic Fund, the Red Cross Fund, Wounded Soldiers Fund, 
Wounded Māori Soldier’s Fund, or the Young Men’s Christian Association. Māori 
women were a crucial part of this unpaid fundraising work, with the Māori Soldier’s 
Fund being founded in 1915 by Miria Pōmare and Lady Liverpool. This fund pooled 
together what was produced by Māori women’s committees nationwide to support 
Māori soldiers.5 
Even areas that were not on good terms with the Crown contributed to these 
funds. In the King Country £110 was collected from Te Kuiti, and in 1914 1600 acres in 
Whakatāne were given to the Government to sell by Tūhoe Māori, with the proceeds 
going to the Defence Fund.6 This is in contrast to their low enlistment, when compared 
to other iwi. By the end of 1917, roughly £20,000 had been raised by the Māori Soldiers 
Fund, along with acres of land for returned veterns which accumulated into tens of 
thousands. Most of this money had come from the East Coast Māori, spurred on by 
Apirana Ngata.7 
 Considering the conflict that surrounded Māori enlistment in World War One, it 
is easy to overlook the fact that many iwi supported the war effort. This can be seen in 
the not insignificant 2700 Māori men who went overseas. But the actions of Māori on 
the home front in support of the war are harder to see behind the other issues that have 
dominated the history of Māori in World War One. Many histories of this period and 
the home front devote little page space to these activities. I mention them here in order 
 
4 Philip Cleaver and Dr Andrew Francis, “Aspects of Political Engagement between Iwi and 
Hapu of the Te Paparahi o Te Raki Inquiry District and the Crown, 1910-1975” (Wellington, NZ: 
Waitangi Tribunal, 2015), 111. 
5 Loveridge and Watson, 88. 
6 Ibid. 
7 Ibid., 314.  
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to provide context for what would occur during World War Two, and to highlight the 
differences in situation for many Māori. This includes where they lived, relationship 
with their iwi, relationship with the state, and economic situation. 
 
Demographics of Māori, 1919-1939 
The two interwar decades, a 20 year period that includes the Great Depression of the 
early 1930s, saw a gradual increase in the Māori population that had remained rurally 
located. Since 1896 the Māori population had risen with each subsequent census from a 
nadir of 39,000. This low point led to questions regarding the future of the Māori 
population, and whether they were “dying out”. At the turn of the 20th century the 
Māori population was 45,549.8 The 1918 influenza epidemic was particularly damaging 
to the recovering Māori population, with Māori being seven times more likely to die 
than European New Zealanders.9 The estimated Māori death toll was 2160 out of a New 
Zealand population totalling 51,000, with 8160 being the total national death toll.10 
Peter Buck (Te Rangi Hīroa), Director of Māori Hygiene in 1920, termed it “the 
severest setback the race has received since the fighting days of Hongi Hika.”11  
By 1926 the Māori population had reached 63,670.12 This calmed fears that the 
Māori population was “dying out” in the wake of the 1918 epidemic. By 1936 the 
population had reached 74,578, according to the census. This is an increase of 91.23 per 
cent in the 41 years since 1896. By 1944 the Māori population had grown to 100,870, 
 
8 Brian Easton, Heke Tangata: Māori in Markets and Cities (Auckland, NZ: Oratia Books, 
2018), 18. 
9 Geoffrey Rice, Black November: The 1918 Influenza Epidemic in New Zealand (Wellington, 
NZ: Department of Internal Affairs, 1988), 102.  
10 Peter Meihana, “Once Were Muttonbirds,” in New Zealand between the Wars, ed. Rachael 
Bell, (Auckland, NZ: Massey University Press, 2017), 135.  
11 Rice, 102.  
12 G. V Butterworth, “A Rural Māori Renaissance? Māori Society and Politics 1920 to 1951,” 
The Journal of Polynesian Society 81, no.2 (1972): 167. 
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with the national population excluding Māori being 1,575,423.13 Thus towards the end 
of World War Two, the Māori population had risen from less than 5 per cent before 
World War One to being roughly 6.5 per cent of the total New Zealand population.   
The 1926 census was the first in which Māori were asked their occupation. In 
the 1901 iteration, Māori were found to own 1.6 per cent of all sheep in the country, 
three per cent of the cattle, and 23 per cent of all pigs despite only being 4.8 per cent of 
the population.14 Therefore, it is not a surprise to see that in 1926 74.9 per cent of Māori 
stated they were employed in what was classed as primary production, compared to 27.3 
per cent of non-Māori.15 In manufacturing industries, over half of Māori in this category 
were in food processing, which included freezing works.16  
It is useful for the purposes of my thesis to be aware of how rural Māori were 
before World War Two. Statistics New Zealand defines ‘urban’ as being a town of 5000 
or more, and because of this definiton, moving from a town like Kaitaia to Auckland 
would not change one’s status of being “urban”. The 1926 Census lists 1110 Māori as 
living in cities.17 15 per cent of Māori were living in urban areas, with 84 per cent being 
rurally located.18 70 per cent of those classed as urban were in the greater Auckland 
region.19 Between 1936 and 1945, the percentage of Māori living in an urban area 
increased to 26 per cent, making an increase of 11 per cent in 20 years.20  
The main centres of Māori migration were the cities of Auckland and 
Wellington. In 1936 the urban population of Māori had reached 17 per cent and would 
 
13 New Zealand Official Yearbook, 1945     
14 Brian Easton, Not in Narrow Seas: The Economic History of Aotearoa New Zealand 
(Wellington, NZ: Victoria University of Wellington Press, 2020), 320.      
15 Easton, Not in Narrow Seas, 320.   
16 Ibid.  
17 Population Census of New Zealand, 1926.  
18 Easton, Heke Tangata, 18.  
19 Ibid. 




hit 26 per cent by the end of World War Two in 1945.21 Out of 74,578 Māori in total in 
that year, 71,371 were living in the North Island.22 The number of Māori in cities had 
grown to 2037 since 1926.23 Auckland’s Māori population had reached 1766, and 
suburbs that offered industrial employment such as Freemans Bay, Grafton, Herne Bay, 
Ponsonby, and Grey Lynn were becoming home to many Māori families.24 The 1936 
Census records 4876 Māori living in urban areas across the nation, more than doubling 
since 1926. Table 1 breaks down the Auckland Māori population growth by borough 
and shows that central Auckland and the centre-east industrial suburbs were the areas 
that saw the most increase. 









Auckland City 972 3092 +2120 
Birkenhead 20 18 -2 
Northcote 27 34 +7 
Takapuna 55 93 +38 
Devonport 12 47 +35 
New Lynn 7 37 +30 
Newmarket 24 31 +7 
Mt Eden 28 128 +100 
Mt Albert 62 163 +101 
Ellerslie 9 12 +3 
One Tree Hill 16 96 +80 
Onehunga 244 372 +128 
Otahuhu 37 79 +42 
Remainder 253 701 +448 
Total 1766 4903 +3137 
Source: Population Census of New Zealand, 1936 and 1945. 
Māori migration to urban areas increased largely because of growing 
employment opportunities as a result of the development of manufacturing. This was 
not only taking place in the main centres, as smaller towns were also seeing changes in 
industrial production. Rotorua, Gisborne, Kawerau, Tokoroa, Hastings, Ashburton, 
 
21 Haami, 41. 
22 New Zealand Official Yearbook 1936, 68.   
23 Population Census of New Zealand, 1936.   
24 Haami, 41.  
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Invercargill, and Bluff provided destinations for Māori in surrounding areas to seek 
employment.25 Gisborne was the the industrial and administrative centre for the East 
Coast, boasting agriculture, horticulture, dairy, meat, and wool industries. By 1926 the 
population of Gisborne had risen to 15,000 from 2737 in 1901, in part due to the 
growing Māori presence.26 Table 2 shows that Auckland, out of the cities, saw the 
largest increase in its Māori population by far, but Wellington also increased as did the 
East Coast cities.  
Table 2: Māori population of cities in 1936 and 1945 







Auckland 1766 4903 +3137 
Hamilton 214 456 +242 
New Plymouth 326 413 +87 
Gisborne 364 873 +509 
Napier and 
Hastings 
492 1065 +573 
Whanganui 483 695 +212 
Palmerston North 114 203 +89 
Wellington 589 1200 +611 
Christchurch 277 477 +200 
Dunedin 113 160 +47 
Source: Population Census of New Zealand, 1936 and 1945. 
Māori Migration for Employment, 1919-1939 
As the previous section showed, between the wars there was burgeoning movement of 
Māori to towns, and this impacted where Māori were employed. I will analyse this 
further in the next chapter on market gardens, but this industry saw a congregation of 
Māori on the outskirts of urban areas during the 1920s and 1930s. Central to the 
changing face of Māori employment was Māori ownership of land. Most of the land that 
was returned by the Crown was ill-suited to sheep farming.27 Once dairy became a focus 
 
25 Ibid., 40. 
26 Ibid., 41. 
27 Easton, Heke Tangata, 15 
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of Pākehā farmers after 1900, Māori as a whole were not in a position to take advantage 
of this.28 Therefore in the early twentieth century Māori were predominantly self-
sufficient, produced enough for their own subsistence, and required only a small amount 
of externally-generated income. Shifts in the New Zealand economy to commercial 
farming seemed to be passing Māori by. They also tended to be located away from 
factories, freezing works, and ports. Developing land was difficult since some Māori-
owned land had many different legal owners and lenders were reluctant to loan capital 
for development.29 New farming techniques were also reducing the number of labourers 
needed on farms. Because of the growing difficulties in making a living off the land, 
from the 1930s Māori began to migrate to cities seeking work. 
During the 1920s, returned Māori servicemen were neglected under the 
Discharged Soldiers Settlement Act of 1915, which was to give land and training to 
returned servicemen. Few Māori received land under this scheme, and were not targeted 
as it was assumed they would have tribal land to return to.30 In 1920 only eleven Māori 
in the North Auckland Land District had applied for land under this Act, with six out of 
this eleven receiving a total of 1307 acres.31 By 1924 it was thought only 39 Māori were 
on the list of 10,500 servicemen who had been given land under this scheme. Historians 
Steven Loveridge and James Watson note the historical tradition of these schemes, even 
for Pākehā, is that they were limited due to the failure of many repatriated soldier’s 
farms. Symbols like the Whanganui “bridge to nowhere” show the wasted effort. The 
Māori scheme was even worse, with only 1.8 per cent of Māori veterans being assisted 
on to land, compared to 10 per cent of Pākehā veterans.32  
 
28 Ibid., 15. 
29 Ibid., 16.  
30 Cleaver and Francis, 113. 
31 Ibid., 111. 
32 Loveridge and Watson, 417. 
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In the 1926 census roughly half (40.6 per cent) of Māori classified themselves as 
being in the farming sector, with the next most prominent answer being forestry.33 
Around 49.5 per cent, or 20,800 Māori were classed as working in either farming, 
fishing, forestry, or mining.34 One quarter of respondents named labouring, which 
included freezing works and the like. 279 men were classified under clerical work, with 
104 being clergymen, and 46 interpreters.35 The total number of Māori workers was 
14,440 out of a total population of 63,670.36 By the 1951 census farming was still 
predominant but the increased Māori population of workers had diversified into other 
sectors like construction and manufacturing, and the number of Māori workers had 
increased to 32,625 out of 115,676 total Māori.37 After World War Two the number of 
Māori in manufacturing had risen from 4 per cent to 18 per cent.38 
Most Māori were still located rurally, however farming was not as obvious a 
career as it sounds. The government restarted the purchase and selling of Māori land, 
and many Māori were distrustful of engaging in farming with Europeans. In most areas 
farming was not successful aside from Wairoa and the East Coast, areas where Apirana 
Ngata had organised farming between 1899 and 1926. At the end of the 1920s Ngāti 
Porou owned roughly a quarter of a million sheep, a co-operative, and dairy company 
which included five factories.39 This region saw Māori operating almost all the shearing 
gangs, which included women and children as well. Employment was also available in 
droving, forestry, construction of roads and railways, and harvesting work.40 
 
33 Easton, Heke Tangata, 17. 
34 Ibid., 25.  
35 Ibid., 18. 
36 Ibid., 17.  
37 Ibid., 18. 
38 Haami, 41.  
39 Butterworth, 163. 




A combination of factors pulled Māori towards urban living. In Panguru and the 
City, Melissa Matutina Williams points to “assimilationist state policies and a faltering 
economy, and the aspirations of a growing population”41 as deciding elements in 
migration. Factors such as “aspirations” are harder to quantify than the impact of state 
policies, but as Māori became more and more integrated into the Pākehā economy there 
would have been temptation to become involved in order to secure the survival of their 
own community. Towns like Panguru were isolated and lacked the resources to create 
economic opportunity.42 Employment within such towns was virtually non-existent, not 
for lack of trying from the population who embraced Pākehā ideas and influences as 
much as they did economic progress that was consistent with Māori values. During the 
19th century, gum, timber, and flax production dominated the North Hokianga economy 
and introduced these communities into the capitalist economy.43 When these industries 
faltered in the 20th century they left a hole which was filled by poverty and dependency 
on wages from state projects like road-building. This was the state of rural Māori 
communities in the 1920s and 1930s.  
During the 1930s Māori commonly migrated looking for seasonal work or work 
relief schemes. These migrations were mostly semi-permanent to nearby areas for 
shearing and farm work, as well as tree-felling.44 Over a short time these migrations 
spread to bigger centres, such as Whangarei in Northland and to Auckland which 
provided work on market gardens.45 Ngata’s land schemes were welcomed as they 
allowed people to remain on their own land. Migration still occurred, as families sent 
children on a rotational basis to secondary school across the country. Economic survival 
 
41 Melissa Matutina Williams, Panguru and the City (Wellington: Bridget Williams Books, 
2015), 39.  
42 Williams, Panguru and the City, 40.  
43 Ibid., 41.  
44 Ibid., 43.  
45 See Chapter Two of this thesis.  
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had become increasingly about successful interaction with Pākehā and was reflected in 
an emphasis on the next generation being educated in a Pākehā framework.46 Children 
from Panguru, for instance, were sent to Māori boarding schools like the Hato Petera 
Catholic boys school in Auckland from the 1920s and later the Hato Paora College in 
Feilding, and the Hato Hōhepa (also known as the St Joseph’s Māori Girls College) 
Catholic girls boarding school in Napier.47  Boys were generally expected to return and 
help with the family farm, or train in a trade in the city and bring that experience home, 
but this increasingly resulted in them not returning home. Girls were expected to relieve 
the burden of another mouth on the family and migrate to the city at about eighteen 
years old for work, ideally in the nursing profession and then marriage.48  
About half of Māori women were engaged in paid work in 1936.49 In this period, 
the work was mostly domestic service, an occupation which was seeing a decline but 
was still taken up by Māori women. According to historian Charlotte Macdonald, New 
Zealand had a “servant problem” from the 1840s to the 1950s.50 Pākehā women were 
uninterested in working as domestic servants, and so attempts were made to utilise 
Māori as an alternate labour market for this occupation.51 This largely failed for a 
variety of reasons, one being that Māori and Pākehā society did not overlap at this point 
and were geographically separate.  
 
46 Ibid., 46.  
47 Ibid., 58.  
48 Ibid.   
49 Claudia Orange, “A kind of equality: Labour and the Māori people, 1935-1949” (MA thesis, 
University of Auckland, 1977), 172.  
50 The government responded to this issue by bringing in female labour from the Cook Islands to 
work as domestic servants, including during World War Two. See: Rosemary Anderson, “Distant 
Daughters: Cook Island Domestics in Wartime New Zealand, 1941-1946,” The Journal of Pacific History 
48, no.3 (2013): 267-285; and Charlotte Macdonald, “Taking Colonialism Home: Cook Island 
‘Housegirls’ in New Zealand, 1939-1948,” in Colonization and Domestic Service: Historical and 
Contemporary Perspectives, ed. Victoria Haskins and Claire Lowrie (New York: Routledge, 2015), 273-
288. 
51 Charlotte Macdonald, “Why Was There No Answer to the Servant Problem? Paid Domestic 
Work and the Making of White New Zealand, 1840s-1950s,” The New Zealand Journal of History 51, 
no.1, (2017), 9.   
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This does not mean that Māori girls were not encouraged to take up the 
occupation. In the 1916 census, 117 Māori are listed as being employed in domestic 
service.52 Māori girls were trained in domestic service in the 1930s, at the urging of 
organisations like the Dominion Federation of Women’s Institutes and the Women’s 
Division of the Farmer’s Union.53 The latter established the Kainga Moe rest home, 
which saw fifty Māori girls trained in domestic duties between 1938 and 1954.54  Some 
felt that the training of Māori and working-class girls for domestic service was for the 
good of themselves and the nation, teaching appropriate values and disciplines, and 
setting them up to be successful mothers. However, some were not happy with this 
scheme, believing it would create an underclass of working women based on race.55 
Oftentimes Māori women who did receive domestic training were of a high status and 
were being instructed in how to take care of their own homes in preparation for married 
life. 
The Great Depression slowed the process of rehabilitating returned Māori 
soldiers considerably. There were cuts in manual, casual labour due to financial 
shortages, in industries like kauri gum and timber.56 Māori who were rural and worked 
as hired hands on farms or factories during seasonal peaks, were worst affected.57 The 
Government cut funding for public works which further decreased the number of 
labouring jobs available. Therefore, Ngata’s land development schemes, begun in 1929, 
became critical in absorbing this labour force, in “quasi-productive labour”. This meant 
large amounts of poor quality, unsuitable land was brought into the project out of a need 
 
52 Macdonald, 12.  
53 Melanie Nolan, Breadwinning: New Zealand Women and the State (Christchurch, NZ: 
Canterbury University Press, 2000), 126. 
54 Nolan, 129.   
55 Ibid. 
56 Haami, 35. 
57 Butterworth, 175.  
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to provide jobs. By 1935-36 there were about 1,388 individual farms which supported a 
total of 11,023 dependents.58  
In 1935 Prime Minister Savage took over Ngata’s role as Native Minister. Under 
Labour the land development schemes were expanded. By 1939, 1900 Māori were 
settled on these plots and 3000 were employed as farm workers.59 However, an 
observation by Horace Belshaw in 1940 suggested that the land under these schemes 
would only support about one quarter of the Māori population at that time.60 These 
schemes did not put a stop to Māori migration because they were not a long-term viable 
solution and were unproductive. The increasing Māori population strained the rural 
economy to the point where it was unable to provide employment for everyone, and 
thus migration to the cities for employment was seen by many Māori as a good option.61 
Table 3 illustrates the growth in Māori employment, where specified in the official 
censuses from 1936-1945, which shows growth concentrated in the “Industrial” 
category.  
Table 3: Number of Māori employed in various industries, 1936 and 1945 
Source: Population Census of New Zealand, 1936 and 1945. 
 
 
58 Butterworth, 176 
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60 Haami, 34. 
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employed in 1945 
Increase or 
Decrease 
Primary Production 11,312 10,390 -922 
Industrial 2118 4852 +2734 
Transport/Communication 483 1384 +901 
Public 
administration/Professional 
667 1633 +966 
Commerce/finance 126 307 +181 
Domestic/Personal 843 1775 +932 
Other/Labourer 9426 7015 -2411 
Not actively employed/Ill-
defined 
57,351 71,388 +14,037 
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Employment and the wider New Zealand Economy in the 1930s 
The First Labour government, which came to power in 1935 just after the Great 
Depression and was led by Prime Minister Michael Joseph Savage, grappled with high 
unemployment levels. Prior to their election, the country’s unemployment rate during 
the Depression had reached its highest point in October 1933 with 79,587 men out of 
work out of a national population (including Māori) of 1,539,000. The true 
unemployment rate would undoubtedly be higher if women were factored in.62 
Government assistance was required by 89 out of 100 men in 1935.63 12,000 Māori men 
were on the list of unemployed, out of a Māori adult male population of about 17,300.64 
To alleviate the unemployment problem, the First Labour government brought in the 
Employment Promotion Act 1936 which preferred permanent employment options to 
temporary relief. This was combined with the Social Security Fund in 1939. This 
Labour government is thought of today in the general public consciousness as being a 
“welfare government” and these actions contribute to that perception.  
 The New Zealand economy in the 1930s spent much of that decade recovering 
from the impact of World War One and the first years of the Depression. By 1934-1935 
the manufacturing industry saw a 14 per cent increase in production over the previous 
year.65 Overall there was a 36 per cent increase in manufacturing production between 
1936 and 1940. New Zealanders had a vastly increased volume of goods available to 
purchase which stimulated the economy, as well as Labour’s policies which focused on 
public works as an avenue for employment. Compared to the United Kingdom, New 
Zealand’s manufacturing industry was underdeveloped with six out of 100 people being 
 
62 Nancy M. Taylor, The New Zealand People at War: The Home Front (Wellington, NZ: 
Department of Internal Affairs, 1986), 1. 
63 J.V.T. Baker, The New Zealand People at War: War Economy (Wellington, NZ: Department 
of Internal Affairs, 1965), 5. 
64 McKinnon, 315.   
65 Baker, 19.  
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employed in manufacturing in 1939 as opposed to fourteen out of 100 in the United 
Kingdom.66 Before World War Two New Zealand was the supplier of a sixth of the 
United Kingdom’s meat, one quarter of its butter, and half of its cheese.67 Refrigeration 
played a key role in maintaining this relationship. The first frozen lamb was shipped in 
1882 and caused a boom in first sheep farming and later dairy farming, for meat as well 
as by-products.68 Prior to this, meat was a surplus product resulting from wool 
production, and dairy had been confined to local markets.69 Refrigeration opened these 
industries up to greater export possibilities.  
 Compared to other big industries like dairy, freezing works employed far more 
workers in their factories. Butter and cheese factories in the 1920s had about four or five 
staff, far fewer than meat works, some of which employed 100 or more workers, with 
the average being just below 100.70 By the late 1930s freezing works employed an 
average of 208 workers. This period also saw the shift from craft unionism to industrial 
unionism, as the number of workers increased.71   
 
New Zealand’s World War Two war effort 
By 1939, New Zealand manufacturers were in a position to fill the space left by their 
overseas counterparts who were occupied with wartime needs.72 This was not 
intentional exactly, but New Zealand had been determined to remain the foremost 
supplier of food to the United Kingdom before the war broke out. In order to keep this 
up during World War Two, labour had to be carefully allocated to maintain a balance 
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between manufacturing and the armed forces. The Manpower Committee had been 
formed in 1933 and thus by 1939 there was already a list of what industries were to be 
considered “essential” in a wartime context.73 Men applying for the military during 
World War Two could be rejected on the basis of their being employed in an essential 
industry straight away. The War Cabinet was formed in 1939 to oversee the war effort 
and ensure the military effort and manpower effort did not impede each other.74 The 
Emergency Regulations Act of the same year provided the War Cabinet with the 
authority to impose further regulations for the sake of the war effort. The National 
Service Department had the ability to direct anyone over the age of sixteen to take part 
in any service outside of the military.75 
 Manpower direction began in January 1942. The country’s population had 
reached roughly 1,630,000 in 1942, with about 90,000 Māori in that total.76 
Mobilisation into the armed forces peaked in September 1942 with over half of all 
males between the ages of 18 and 45 being in uniform.77 One in ten of the male labour 
force was in the military. In the year 1942-1943, one quarter of all men available for 
work were released from their employment to serve in the military. This was an 
unsustainable number, which led to other sources of labour being used such as married 
women, older people, and Māori. The number of New Zealanders serving overseas 
peaked at about 50,000, with 100,000 more based in New Zealand.78 The number of 
women overseas peaked at 8700 in August 1943. Bringing women into the military 
freed men up for active service, and bringing women into industry freed men up for 
more physical employment or the armed forces.79 The manpower effort was initially 
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75 Ibid., 58.  
76 Ibid., 443.   
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voluntary but by June 1940 and the fall of France to Germany, the war effort was 
ramped up. Changes were made to recruitment methods and conscription was brought 
into force for the military in October of that year.80 Another push was made in 
December 1941 when Japan entered the war and the threat of invasion emerged for New 
Zealand. By September 1942 the armed forces boasted 157,000 members. 
  New Zealand manufacturing, particularly food producers, were called on to 
fulfill orders for the United Kingdom for canned meats, biscuits, chocolate, oatmeal, 
and processed cheese amongst other things.81 As a result of these drives, manufacturing 
and industry was left with many gaps to fill. Between 1939 and 1942 the number of 
women employed in manufacturing increased from 25,700 to 32,500.82 This was an 
increase of 37 per cent in three years, while the levels for men dropped. By the end of 
1942, 230,000 workers were employed in industries considered essential. These were: 
mining, sawmilling, defence construction, railways, power and electricity, engineering, 
food processing, clothing and footwear, education, government departments, hospitals, 
and sanitation.83 Altogether, 176,000 people would be directed into essential work by 
the end of the war.84 
 Māori were not included in the conscription regulations, but were able to 
volunteer for the military. Ultimately 5,178 Māori enlisted for overseas service, 2,088 
for home service, and 10,229 in the Home Guard. 11,550 were directed into essential 
industry and were especially placed into shearing and freezing works.85 Outside of the 
military, Māori found increased opportunity in timber, forestry, lorry-driving, shearing, 
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freezing works, and market gardening.86 As with World War One, Māori communites 
also donated money to the war effort.87  
As Auckland and Wellington experienced industrial growth, their populations 
swelled. Auckland’s population rose by 25,440 between 1940 and 1944.88 This was in 
part due to the urban migration of Māori, though it had been happening for many years 
before World War Two, albeit in much smaller quantities. War brought significant 
shifts in migration patterns reflected in the fact that in less than a decade Māori living in 
Auckland increased from 1,800 in 1935 to 10,000 by 1943.89 Associated with this rapid 
shift in demographics were problems of overcrowding and sub-standard housing. These 
had their roots in the pre-war decades, and will be discussed in conjunction with market 
gardens in the next chapter.  
 
Conclusion 
In the decades between the two world wars, key factors in Māori urban migration are 
visible. The recovering Māori population coincided with the rise in manufacturing 
industries, and the decline of industries that had historically been prevalent employers 
of Māori, such as kauri felling. By the late 1930s, the Māori population had recovered 
numerically from its low point in 1896. As of the 1936 census the Māori population of 
New Zealand was 74,578, approximately 4.74 per cent of the total population of the 
country just before World War Two. A set of circumstances arose where a growing 
population of young Māori faced a lack of economically viable opportunities for 
employment. Into the late 1930s Māori were still predominantly rurally located and 
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rurally employed, but a growing job market in the cities meant urban migration was 
becoming increasingly appealing to some Māori. Cities like Auckland saw their Māori 
population increase significantly, particularly between 1936 and 1945. Sir Apirana 
Ngata’s land development schemes were intended to accommodate the growing Māori 
population but also to maintain traditions and skills for the new generation. However, 
this was not enough to alleviate the deciding economic factors in urban migration, as 
there was not enough productive land to support the whole Māori population.  
World War Two was a more “total” effort in terms of both the national and the 
Māori war effort, with all iwi being involved and more than ten thousand Māori being 
directed by the manpower controls into employment, as well as the portion of Māori 
serving in the armed forces. Towards the end of the war, the Māori population passed 
100,000 and were no longer confined to rural opportunities. The shift in Māori 
employment and population had begun before World War Two, but was to be 
accelerated by the need to keep manufacturing production going as part of the war 
effort. Urban migration was a conscious decision. The death of industry in rural 
townships meant economic survival had to be found elsewhere. Overall, the inter-war 
period was one of transition for Māori and this would be accelerated by conditions 
relating to land, a growing demographic, and the needs of the war economy during 




Chapter Two  
An Eyesore or Essential? Māori, Migration and Market Gardens  
 
Māori employment on market gardens is intertwined with Māori migration to urban 
areas in the late 1920s and early 1930s. The interwar years saw more Māori enter 
industries that were based closer to urban centres than ever before. One such industry is 
market gardening, which Māori had been involved in since the early twentieth-century 
and that had brought them to the geographic fringes of cities, while also featuring the 
kind of work most Māori coming from rural areas would be familiar with – farming and 
agriculture.  
This chapter will chart the progression of Māori workers in market gardens from 
the 1920s through to 1945. It starts in the 1920s because this decade provides important 
context for the role Māori would play in the war effort on gardens during 1939-1945. 
Housing is a key theme that runs through the chapter as Māori dwellings on market 
gardens were discussed and debated by government departments and the general public 
for the entirety of the period covered in this chapter. Market gardening was a source of 
debate amongst politicians and community leaders concerned with the future of the 
Māori population, from the 1920s onwards until the 1950s. Māori leaders, politicians, 
and members of the public feared for the future of the Māori race, with many believing 
unchecked urbanisation jeopardised Māori culture, particularly the wellbeing of Māori 
women. At the centre of this issue lay a symbiotic working relationship between Māori 
and Chinese that oftentimes became familial.  
Comparison between the State Vegetable Programme that was started in 1942 by 
the government, and the productive capabilities of market gardens is made in this 
chapter to show the impact Māori had on the war effort relative to a scheme much 
bigger than market gardens. As wartime needs evolved, the market gardening industry 
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became a vital part of the war effort, where alongside the State Vegetable Production 
schemes it provided vegetables for New Zealand and American troops in the Pacific. 
Market gardens provide a platform to examine Māori urban migration before and during 
World War Two, and the role Māori played in aiding the war effort. With the labour 
they received from Māori who had moved onto market garden land, the gardens were 
able to bolster their contribution to the war effort. Throughout, I have woven examples 
of migration into the story to show the role market gardens played in urban migration 
even before World War Two. With this chapter I hope to show how urban Māori in this 
industry contributed to the national war effort, and the specific migration patterns that 
occurred in this industry.  
Market gardening refers to a specific type of vegetable farming that was small in 
scale, and relied on a variation of crops, as opposed to modern industrial farms which 
have the use of technology to help them produce most crops all year-round. Market 
gardening was a seasonal industry mostly in operation during spring, summer, and 
autumn, with the busiest time running from October to March. Any winter produce was 
minimal and expensive to purchase as refridgeration and canning was not yet 
widespread.1 In New Zealand prior to World War Two market gardeners, also known as 
commercial gardeners, contributed the majority of vegetable produce sold in cities.2 
However, they were not the sole source of fresh produce for most households in the 
early twentieth century as even in the cities at least one in three homes had a private 
vegetable garden.3 Market gardens generally sold their produce to smaller retailers and 
local restaurants, and at farmer’s markets. 
 
1 War History- Services Vegetable Production, date unknown, War History [World War II] – 
[Services Vegetables Production (S.V.P) projects/Administration, Procedure and the Organisation of 
S.V.P. /Recruitment of S.V.P Workers], R22253900, Archives New Zealand, Wellington.   




Two groups of commercial gardeners generally existed: European growers who 
tended to have larger plots and machinery to work with, and non-Europeans with 
smaller plots and no machinery which meant they worked longer hours and needed 
more labour despite having less land.4 Chinese immigrants often leased land for a few 
years before moving on to a new plot, or would purchase their own garden. The study of 
Ōtaki in the early 1940s by Ernest and Pearl Beaglehole includes market gardening in 
the list of seasonal and casual work undertaken by members of the community.5 Its 
seasonal nature meant few people gained permanent employment in this community. 
Chinese market gardens were an avenue of employment for Māori men and women, as 
women could pick up work on a casual basis to support their families.6 Older children 
were also sometimes employed, or helped voluntarily. This meant that entire families 
could be based on market garden land.7 Māori knew which Chinese market gardeners 
paid on time, and the quick cash was a useful secondary income to pay for children’s 
needs.8 
Exploration of market garden history has been primarily focused on the pre-
World War Two and interwar period. Most works that deal with market gardening 
feature it as part of studies on another topic. For example, investigations into the history 
of Māori health and housing have delved into the link between poor housing, such as 
the dwellings seen on market garden land, and poor health.9 Other analyses have 
focused on the debates that raged regarding the place of Māori in the racial hierachy of 
early twentieth century New Zealand.10 Related to this topic is the Pākehā attitude to 
 
4 Ibid. 
5 Ernest Beaglehole and Pearl Beaglehole, Some Modern Maoris (Auckland; NZ: Whitcomb & 
Tombs, 1946), 24. 
6 Beaglehole and Beaglehole, 27. 
7 Ibid.  
8 Ibid., 28.   
9 Ella Arbury, “A Healthy Home? Housing and Health in Tamaki Makourou/Auckland 1918-
1949” (PhD thesis, University of Auckland, 2019).  
10 Barbara Brookes, “Gender, Work and Fears of a ‘Hybrid Race’ in 1920s New Zealand,” 
Gender & History 19, no.3 (2007): 501.  
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Chinese market garden families and the racist notions of miscegenation, which have 
attracted some analysis, especially with respect to the ideas of Apirana Ngata. His 
philsophy that maintaining a traditional, rural-based Māori lifestyle was best for Māori 
inspired his work in land development schemes and was informed by his horror at 
seeing Māori interaction with Chinese and what he saw as the “perils” of urbanisation.11 
 Chinese-focused histories also deal with market gardens and make note of the 
familial relationships. Market gardens were a space where Māori and Chinese cultures 
could intertwine. This began in the 1920s and 1930s. Māori and Chinese co-existed in 
the same geographical spaces, on the periphery of both burgeoning urban centres and 
the gaze of colonial New Zealand.12 New ideas about racial-mixing, influenced by 
eugenic thinking, began to become popular in the 1920s, and some social and political 
debates perceived cross-cultural relationships as a threat to New Zealand’s racial 
purity.13 The Chinese community in New Zealand prior to 1940 was predominantly 
made up of working men, and they were heavily discriminated against both legislatively 
and in popular sentiment.14  
In this chapter I argue that Chinese-operated market gardens played a key role in 
pre-World War Two Māori urban migration, which I demonstrate through the debates 
regarding housing and health in the 1920s. Using a housing survey conducted in the 
Auckland suburb of Panmure in 1943, I show that Māori came from a range of iwi to 
inhabit market garden land, often in inter-generational family groups. After analysing 
this dataset I go on to show that the role of market gardens in the World War Two war 
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effort has been overlooked by historians, and that Māori made up a significant part of 
the labour force that made this effort possible.  
 
The pre-war period and Ngata’s inquiry 
Examinations of state attitudes to Māori help us to understand the reactions of the 
public to Māori working on Chinese gardens. The 1920s political scene featured 
prominent Māori thinkers, chief among them Apirana Ngata and Peter Buck/Te Rangi 
Hīroa. As Native Minister, Ngata worked to maintain traditional Māori culture, and 
believed urbanisation would do irreparable damage to the people by fragmenting 
communal patterns of life and undermining customary practices.15 He was concerned 
with Māori, especially women, moving away from their home communities into cities, 
and used the consternation over race and morality in the 1920s to justify investigations 
into living conditions on market gardens.16  
In 1929 Ngata set up a commission into housing conditions for Māori on market 
gardens.17 This was framed with concern for public morality, and concern for the safety 
and integrity of young Māori women, as well as for the livelihoods of Pākehā 
businessmen.18 Barbara Brookes, who has published multiple essays on this subject, 
summarises these concerns as “masculine fears of racial degradation” combining race, 
gender, and iwi agendas.19 Women earning a wage had some economic independence, 
which could be an incentive to leave the traditional family unit, usually located rurally. 
According to Brookes, the alleged promiscuity that occurred on market gardens was an 
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affront to traditional Māori male honour and expectations for their women.20 Around the 
same time as this investigation on market gardens, Ngata’s land development schemes, 
which aimed to solve Māori unemployment and stem Māori urban migration, were 
being established. The fact that market gardens and urban migration were linked and a 
concern as early as the 1920s, is evidence that urban migration was ocurring prior to 
World War Two. 
Pride in traditional Māori culture collided with a disdain for the “lesser” Asian 
races, which included Chinese and Indians. It was useful for the Pākehā establishment 
to deem Māori to be closer to the European (specifically British) man than other people 
of colour. White New Zealand believed it was their job to “save” Māori from the pitfalls 
of their “lazy” nature, and argued that fraternising with Chinese was damaging Māori 
chances at assimilation.21 Miscegenation was the enemy of the Māori race, according to 
groups like the Akarana Māori Association (AMA), formed in 1927. Most members 
were prominent Māori-Pākehā men or Pākehā men who had Māori wives.22 They shared 
Ngata’s concerns about the implications for Māori as a result of miscegenation with 
Chinese. Barbara Brookes notes they saw themselves as “a new elite that was 
responsible for upholding Māori culture and protecting it from untoward influences.”23  
The AMA involved itself in advocating for employment of Māori girls after they 
left school. Māori women had to be safeguarded, as it was with them that rested the 
future of the Māori population.24 They took it upon themselves to research the number 
of women involved with Chinese market gardeners. Their aim was to get the 
government to intervene, and stop the creation of a “hybrid race”. A hypocrisy emerged 
where Māori finding employment with Chinese was unacceptable, yet Pākehā in most 
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industries would not employ Māori. Some Pākehā landlords would also not allow Māori 
to rent their properties, forcing Māori to reside on market garden land.25 
In 1929, the investigation into market gardens instigated by Ngata released their 
findings in a report titled “Employment of Maori on Market Gardens”. The 
Committee’s objectives, as stated by Ngata, were to determine the extent of Māori 
employment in market gardening and the conditions of their employment. They were 
also ordered to ascertain how many Māori women were engaged in relationships with 
Chinese men and to decide whether this was an affront to public morality.26 The three 
committee members represented the Auckland Health Office, the Labour Department, 
and the Native Department, and they were assisted by the Director of Maori Hygiene. 
They investigated market gardens in the Auckland area, as well as at Pukekohe, Ōtaki, 
Foxton, and Wanganui. The AMA supplied them with figures of Māori employed on the 
gardens, as well as reports from the Department of Health. These reports stated that 
eight out of fifty market gardens in the area employed Māori, for a total of eleven, being 
comprised of seven women and four men.27 This would not seem to be very many, 
however the Committee claimed the Chinese owners must have reduced their number of 
employees due to the publicity they were getting and because the survey was being 
conducted in the slow season.  
The AMA supplied figures of eight men and sixty-nine women employed on 
gardens around Auckland. The Committee undertook their own observations around the 
North Island as well.28 In Onehunga, ten Māori were employed on gardens, most of 
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them girls. Pukekohe was said to have up to forty or fifty Māori employed in the peak 
season, out of the three or four hundred Māori in the area. It is also noted these workers 
moved between Chinese-owned and European-owned gardens. Moving down the North 
Island, Ōtaki was home to six Chinese-owned gardens with twenty to thirty Māori 
employed, and appoximately the same number of European-owned gardens. Most 
European gardens did not employ Māori to the same extent that Chinese did. In Ohau, 
fifteen Chinese gardens located in close proximity employed at least fifty Māori 
amongst themselves. One garden out of the three inspected in Foxton employed four 
men and two women on occasion. In Whanganui, eleven gardens employed Māori on a 
casual basis, with a small number being permanently employed. The Committee reports 
seeing twenty-four Māori working in the time they were there.  
 Living conditions and wages were also discussed by the Committee. Methods of 
payment varied between gardens. It was accepted practice for extended families to live 
on farms during the peak season, with the contract being given to one member.29 Others 
in the family voluntarily assisted on the gardens. Payment was either done by day or by 
contract.30 Food was provided. In Auckland most men were under contract, and paid by 
how many sugar-bags they filled with produce. Prices could vary based on the quality of 
the vegetables picked. Rate of pay was lower in Onehunga than on the North Shore, 
owing to the amount of competition between workers. Contract work paid much higher 
than day work, with an average of four shillings a day on the North Shore compared to 
nine pence per bag of potatoes.31  With twelve pence to a shilling, contract work offered 
more if the worker was fast. Six bags of vegetables in a day on contract attracted more 
than a day payment. Pukekohe was more lucrative, with men on day labour being paid 
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ten shillings on average and women eight shillings. Contract payment varied more, 
depending on the crop. The average length of employment was four months. 
 Housing conditions were the main concern of the Committee and for Ngata. 
Accommodation, when it was provided, is described as sheds, shacks, and tents.32 In 
Ōtaki, Ohau, and Foxton, Māori lived in the vicinity and remained in their own homes. 
The area of concern therefore was Auckland. Here, only a few gardens provided 
accommodation. In Pukekohe, the scenario is described as “unfit for human 
occupation.”33 Sanitation and hygiene provisions were non-existent, with little 
ventilation, lighting, or drainage. The Committee admitted the visible health of the 
Māori in these dwellings appeared to be satisfactory. Most workers in Whanganui lived 
in their own homes, although there were also workers who came from other regions to 
the Ratana settlement and worked casually. 
 The question of relationships and co-habitation of Māori women and Chinese 
was more difficult for the Committee to answer. One marriage was registered in 
Auckland and one in Pukekohe. Outside of official records, the Committee made some 
observations of four instances of relationships in Auckland. These occurred in Panmure, 
Avondale, Victoria Street and Albert Street in the city. In Onehunga, there were two 
cases. The AMA informed the Committee that forty-five children were born to twenty-
seven Māori women and Chinese men in the period 1926-1929.34  The Committee 
concluded that it was against the interests of public morality for such relationships to 
occur.35 However, they acknowledged the economic circumstances that surrounded this. 
Employment in market gardens was often the only form of work readily available, 
which was not the fault of Māori. The Committee took the position that employment is 
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better than unemployment, and Māori women should not be banned from working on 
market gardens. 
Yet the Committee stated the deterioration of the Māori race was inevitable if 
these relationships continued. They recommended the provision of improved 
accommodation as regulated under the Agricultural Labourers’ Accommodation Act, 
the banning of employment of Māori women under the age of twenty-one on market 
gardens owned by “Asiatics”, and the introduction of a minimum wage for day 
labourers.36 In line with Ngata’s thinking, the Committee posited that Māori should be 
trained in agricultural pursuits and repatriated to their tribal lands.37 It was felt girls 
should be trained for domestic service and traditional Māori culture revived in order to 
stem the flow of Māori into urban areas. This report sheds light into the opinions of the 
day, and the market garden issue exemplifies the impact of Māori migration into the 
cities.  
Debate over Māori living on Chinese market gardens continued through the 
1930s, as shown in an opinion article from the Auckland Star in 1935. Ten Māori adults 
were found to have been sleeping in a hut on a Panmure market garden, and in response 
the article exemplifies some of the negative attitudes associated with this lifestyle for 
Māori.38 The author writes of the shame and degradation surrounding Māori in 
Auckland, and their decline from the proud warrior tribes who owned the land on which 
they were currently living in squalor. It is unknown whether the author of this article 
was a Pākehā, as they are only credited as “J.C”. He or she explicitly lays the blame for 
these circumstances on the shoulders of the Government and Aucklanders. It is the 
combination of decline in Māori living conditions with the potential emergence of a 
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“hybrid race” of Chinese and Māori that is frightening for this author and others like 
them, and they call for an end to the need for Māori to rely on Chinese for employment.  
Key questions relevant to the debate over Māori and market gardens are 
summarised, from the point of view of the Ākarana Māori Association’s secretary Mr 
George Graham, in a letter to the Auckland Star in 1938.39 Graham asked whether it was 
really pertinent for the betterment of the Māori race to provide housing in the city when 
this would only encourage migration away from their home districts and into market 
garden labour, something Graham and Ngata as well as others viewed as detrimental to 
the race. Graham instead proposed that the welfare system needed to be adjusted to 
enable Māori to live on their own land. This debate remained in the public 
consciousness for over a decade without anything substantial being done about it, 
lasting all the way until World War Two. Various parties wanted to make decisions 
about Māori lives without input from the affected Māori themselves. The circumstances 
of Māori on market gardens are a direct result of Pākehā colonialism, and as the 
economy shifted, Māori moved to try and keep up. Living rurally was becoming less of 
a viable option for some, and the flow of urban migration was beginning to be seen. 
 
The Market Garden scene as of the 1940s  
Most market gardens were smaller than ten acres, with most of the intensive labour 
being carried out by hand. These properties often clustered together where there was 
fertile ground conducive to vegetable growing, as well as generally being near main 
centres of population to diminish the distance needed to transport vegetables to market. 
The exception was Ohakune, located in the central North Island, where they used the 
railway to deliver produce to Auckland and Wellington within 24 hours of being 
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harvested. As of 1941, Auckland featured the most market garden acreage at 1800 
acres.40  






Source: War History – Services Vegetable Production, R22253900. 
 
By World War Two, market garden lands were being purchased by the 
government for housing developments. From 1937 to 1942, Manukau in South 
Auckland saw a fluctuation of market garden acreage ranging from 467 acres in 1938 at 
the lowest, up to 771 acres in 1941 at the highest point. Hawke’s Bay also varied in 
acreage, sitting at 355 acres in 1937 and hitting a high point of 872 in 1941.41 This can 
be linked to the establishment of the Watties Cannery in Hastings and their need for 
supply close at hand. Some of this fluctuation could be contributed to the loss of land to 
state housing, and the upswing in acreage to the need to provide for increasing urban 
populations. Market gardens were not entirely disappearing, as in Auckland the loss of 
gardens to factories and housing in the central city was made up by accumulating acres 
in areas like Franklin County at the south edge of the district.42  This general pattern 
was seen around the country during these five years. As more people became employed 
in waged work, some may have had less time to tend to their own vegetable gardens or 
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lacked the space in shared accommodation to have one, and so relied more on what the 
commerical gardeners could produce.  
What market gardeners could produce, however, was also beginning to decrease. 
Market gardens began to suffer from a lack of labour when manpowering regulations 
came into force in 1942.43 Up until then they had been able to keep up with increasing 
demand due to the urban population shift as people came to the cities to assist in 
wartime production. Therefore, market gardens were experiencing high demand and a 
loss of labour from the same source. Also significant, is that armed forces were 
requesting vegetables at various military camps throughout the country. This disrupted 
supply chains, as gardeners had to ship their goods to areas not located near their usual 
markets and sometimes not near regular transport routes.44 The army and the average 
citizen were purchasing from the same market, causing prices to increase as well as 
shortages and a reduction in quality for some crops. This situation would be 
compounded when New Zealand became host to United States military forces, and 
when the United States and New Zealand forces took up positions in the Pacific.  
Most industries could offer higher wages than small commerical gardeners 
could. This is where Māori labourers could be utilised as they would accept lower 
wages in return for housing. Market gardens were generally staffed by the owners and 
their relatives with labour employed as required during harvesting periods. This 
depended on the size of the garden, and some larger ones employed labour year round. 
Most of this labour came from the immediate area, and in the case of Chinese or Indian 







In 1936, 2889 men were employed on commercial gardens and this increased to 
3,056 in 1945 according to census data.46 This is a small increase when you consider the 
national market garden acreage rose from 8,000 to about 13,000 in 1945-1946. Māori 
market gardeners totalled 77 in 1936, a figure which includes all ages.47 I believe this 
this figure to be incorrect, or at least not representive of peak season numbers. As 
examined earlier in this chapter, Māori workers on Auckland gardens alone numbered at 
more than 77 in 1929. One possible cause of this discrepancy is that some Māori market 
garden workers may have been counted as “pensioners” in the census, despite also 
doing work on market gardens.  
Market gardens began to feel the effects of the war on labour in 1941 as 
permanent workers became difficult to obtain once mobilisation began. This strain was 
not unique to market gardens. Despite not ever being classed as an essential industry, 
vegetable production was always a high priority. Market gardens however were largely 
glossed over by the government in favour of farms. This could be due to the prominence 
of Chinese, Indian, and Māori labour in the industry.  
 
Ongoing inquiries into housing 
Ten years on from the 1929 inquiry, investigations into Māori housing on market 
gardens were ongoing. Under a Labour government headed by Michael Joseph Savage 
in 1939, the Minister of Health Peter Fraser was asked by a Labour Party secretary from 
an Auckland branch to evaluate the housing, health, and employment conditions of 
Māori in the Pukekohe market gardens.48 In response, Fraser noted the matter had 
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previously been looked into by the Health Department, but referred it to the Minister of 
Labour, as the only action that could be taken would be if there was a breach of the 
Agricultural Worker’s Accommodation Regulations of 1937.49  
The response from the Department of Labour demonstrates how, a decade on, 
the discussion around Māori housing on market gardens had progressed little. They 
wrote that “though the Council does not desire the Natives to live in the township, it 
does not wish to drive them from the district, as they are an asset to business people.”50 
However, these dwellings did not appear to contravene anything stipulated in the Act, as 
nothing stated employers could not allow Māori employees to live on the land they 
worked. There was an agreement that a permanent boarding solution would be 
appropriate but no department appeared willing to take the lead. The Department of 
Labour noted in the last busy season there were forty-seven families consisting of 303 
people living on market gardens in the Pukekohe area.  
Correspondence between the Native Department and the Department of Labour 
reveals Māori women’s employment by “Asiatics” was of ongoing concern. Replying to 
the Native Department, the Department of Labour secretary wrote that the Agricultural 
Worker’s Act could not be applied to independent contract workers, who obtain work 
rather than being given work by an employer. This makes sense when one considers that 
some Māori lived on the gardens but were employed elsewhere. Hitting upon the truth 
of the matter, the Department of Labour secretary opines that “The crux of the problem 
appears to be the unwillingness of ordinary landlords in many districts to let premises to 
Maoris [sic].”51 The hypocrisy in wanting to protect Māori women from undesirable 
relationships and circumstances, yet Pākehā society refused to meet Māori workers’ 
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basic housing needs, is sufficiently apparent to be recognised by government 
departments.  
The same questions would continue to be asked throughout the rest of World 
War Two and into the late 1940s. At the 1939 Dominion Council of Commercial 
Gardeners conference, for instance, the allegations that Māori workers were being 
exploited by Chinese market garden owners in Auckland were reviewed.52 The Council 
passed the remit that the Government should appoint several labour inspectors to 
oversee commercial gardening as part of their jurisdiction to ensure better working 
conditions. Market gardens were not deemed essential, and at this early stage in the war 
effort it seemed excessive for Māori labourers to be employed to work throughout the 
weekend, at rates less than the industry award– 8s as opposed to 14s 6d.53  
The AMA remained involved in the public debate over Māori housing. Its 
President, George Graham, made his opinions known in a 1940 issue of the Auckland 
Star. He wrote “Māori living conditions are again exercising the minds of those in 
authority, [...] having a direct bearing on our national life as New Zealanders.”54 
According to Graham, the root of Māori society’s problems were the poor living 
conditions and various problems that stemmed from this, such as ill health. Poor living 
conditions were in turn the result of landlessness, and Graham believed that in order to 
restore dignity to Māori, adequate lands needed to be returned to them. Graham wanted 
reservations to be made available for Māori occupation. He lamented that individualism 
had displaced the tribal and communal way of Māori life. To combat poor health he 
recommended the Māori Hygiene Department be revived. This article exemplifies some 
of the dicussion points around the issue of Māori housing during the war years.55  
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Despite talks of erecting housing for Māori at various locations in the Auckland 
area, disagreements seemed to have prevented progress being made. In 1941 the 
Pukekohe Borough Council faced internal division regarding a site marked for four 
houses intended for Māori habitation when a member moved to rescind the resolution 
approving the site.56 In response, the AMA wrote to the Deputy Mayor and stated they 
assumed only the location was up for debate and not the intention to construct dwellings 
for Māori workers. They continued “[...] these Māori people as market garden workers 
aid in the general welfare of the borough and district generally[...].”57 As market garden 
owners had not taken steps to improve the conditions for Māori, the AMA felt it was up 
to the local council to do something about the issue, and labeled this a moral issue.  
The councilman who had rescinded the approval was on the record as opposing 
the dwellings being built near to Pākehā residential areas. Instead he was in favour of a 
community housing scheme, making the Māori not tenants in their own homes but the 
responsibility of someone who presided over the scheme. By this, he meant houses 
purchased for this purpose, away from the residential area of the town. Establishing a 
Māori settlement in Pukekohe would potentially hinder the development of the 
township, and expansion west. This segregation was masked under the guise of caring 
about Māori health and doing what was best for the town’s development. The initial 
Victoria Street site had actually been chosen because many of the Pukekohe Māori 
population were employed on market gardens in that area. Ultimately the Council voted 
to go ahead with the Victoria Street plans, but to hand them over to the Native 
Department to progress it.  
George Graham explicitly linked the housing issue with urban migration in 
1943. He claimed lower costs of living in Auckland compared to the rest of the country, 
 




plus well-paid employment, drew a steady flow of Māori into the city.58 Graham stated 
that permanent homes were needed, meaning he did not see this as a temporary state of 
affairs related to war time. Demand for Māori in big industries had started the influx of 
Māori even before the war.59 In the meantime, temporary accommodation was needed 
particularly near Westfield and other areas that were host to market gardens. Hostels in 
the city did not quite offer the same sense of home that a more permanent dwelling 
could provide, even though the hostel for Māori girls built by the Methodist City 
Mission was appreciated by Māori women. Correspondence between the Native 
Department and the Labour Department in 1944 mentions that some market gardens had 
more suitable houses built on the property.60 In the same letter, the Native Department 
asked the Minister of Labour to use the 1936 Agricultural Worker’s Act to have 
employers provide accommodation for workers, just as was considered in 1939.  
Bringing the Māori market gardens housing saga full circle were the opinions 
expressed at the Waipa County Council meeting in June 1941, held in Te Awamutu just 
south of Hamilton. A council member expressed their belief that a commission of 
inquiry was needed to cover the issue of Māori employment on Chinese market gardens 
in the district, at the Rukuhia gardens specifically.61 Around 100 to 120 Māori were 
employed over the course of a season, and lived in rough conditons similar to those seen 
in Panmure by the 1929 commission. Indeed, within the next two years a new survey 
would be conducted in Panmure that would bring to light the inadequacies of Māori 
living conditions on gardens. 
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The Panmure Housing Survey, 1944 
The ongoing Māori housing dilemmas that plagued government ministers during the 
1920s, ‘30s, and ‘40s did not cease with World War Two. The surveys and inquiries 
undertaken to assess the need to build separate housing for market garden workers and 
Māori communities in Auckland help reveal migration histories behind Māori 
employment in the cities.  
In 1944, a survey was conducted of the Māori population in the Panmure 
settlement, situated approximately eleven to twelve kilometres southeast from the 
Auckland city area. This area featured market gardens as well as nearby freezing works, 
and can be viewed as a key area for historians studying Māori urban migration.62 
Panmure is a suburb situated near the banks of the Tamaki River, and thus combined 
with the warmer northern climate, being sheltered inland from wind and seas bordering 
the isthmus, and sitting atop volcanic soil, it was perhaps the most fertile land in the 
urban Auckland region and the best for market gardening.63 By the end of the war, the 
government decided to turn this land into state housing even though the gardens in this 
area had supplied Auckland with vegetables for approximately forty years and could 
produce up to three and a half crops per year.64  
By 1943 the MWEO was established and was involved in assisting with 
conducting social and economic surveys such as Opiki in 1945, and elsewhere. A 
survey of Panmure was initiated after Lieutenant W.P. Clark, Recruiting Officer for the 
Māori War Effort Organisation (MWEO) in Auckland and Eruera Tirikātene, who sat 
on the Executive Council for the Native Race and was involved in setting up the 
MWEO, informed the Minister of Native Affairs Rex Mason of the Māori living 
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conditions around Mount Wellington and on market garden land. The idea, as seen 
elsewhere, was to build a settlement for Māori.65  
Te Rangiataahua (Rangi) Royal, who was the Chief Welfare Officer in the 
MWEO, conducted the survey in 1944. Details on the quality and type of living 
situations were collected from residents. This included the number and size of rooms, 
ventilation and lighting, cooking and heating facilities, water supply, and sanitation 
facilities. They noted who owned the land, and the householder’s details such as 
employment status and income, iwi and home locality. Dependents, and their details, 
including if they had any earnings, were also recorded. In order to maintain the privacy 
of the people in this survey, I will refer to them by their initials rather than their names. 
The general locations of the groups of houses surveyed are marked on the map on the 
next page. 
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Source: Panmure- Tamaki- Housing Survey. R19528268. Archives New Zealand, Wellington. 
Recreated by Les O’Neill. 
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Out of the fifty-three households surveyed, nine heads of the households said 
their primary employment was market gardening. I have included in this category those 
who stated they were employed in “casual gardening”. This makes seventeen per cent of 
the surveyed responses market gardeners. A large percentage were primarily employed 
in the freezing works industry, which will be analysed in the next chapter. It can be 
noted that some of those surveyed listed their occupation as something other than 
market gardeners, but still resided on Chinese-owned land. An example is P.W., a man 
living at Point England on land owned by a Chinese man, H.L.66 P.W was listed as a 
quarryman, but his deceased wife had been a casual gardener on a casual wage. 
Therefore some of the market gardeners were not heads of the households but often 
listed as dependents on the survey. Since market gardenening was usually a seasonal job 
this makes sense. A further example of this is seen with H.W, also stated to be living on 
land owned by H.L who presumably owned a market garden. H.W was a pensioner but 
included in his five dependents was his forty-three year old niece, employed in casual 
gardening.67 
Taking this into account and broadening the net to include people listed as 
dependents, the survey shows that forty-two people out of 259, or sixteen per cent, were 
employed in market gardening. It is likely that most of these were part time and casual 
workers. A significant portion of the inhabitants were children of school age and not 
employed, but it is possible they assisted on the gardens if they had a parent or caregiver 
who did. Some families had as many as eight children in the household, which was 
sometimes due to the practice of living with extended family. If we only look at people 
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who are of working age, removing children listed as attending school from the total, that 
increases market garden workers to thirty per cent of the 139 eligible inhabitants.  
The wages of the market gardeners in this survey vary, but are generally 
complementary to other work or the pension. Seventy per cent of market gardeners in 
this survey are women, and are all classed as dependents, with the majority being wives 
of men employed at freezing works or elsewhere. It is also common for elderly married 
couples, both on a pension, to work on market gardens for a small wage. The average 
pay per week ranges between ten shillings as the lowest and five pounds at most. Sixty 
per cent of these workers earn less than two pounds per week. The few who do earn 
more than this are likely on contract work, as this is specified by one individual earning 
four pounds on a weekly basis. Some individuals simply receive no pay from this work, 
and receive a pension plus what the rest of their family brings in. Pensions in this survey 
ranged from six pounds up to 13 pounds and 17 shillings monthly, the latter being a war 
pension. From these numbers we can see that market gardening was generally not a 
“career” due to its low rate of pay, and was instead more of a trade between Māori 
families and market garden owners for a place to live in the city, while husbands and 
sons worked elsewhere.  
A section of the survey is devoted to the tribe, sub-tribe, and home locality of 
the surveyed resident. Looking at this paints a picture of where Māori travelled from to 
end up in Panmure. Out of the fifty three households surveyed, thirty one are from 
Northland iwi and twenty are from iwi in Waikato or the Bay of Plenty area. Despite the 
proper terms being “iwi” and “hapu” I have used the terms “tribe” and “sub-tribe”, since 
that is what the survey used. It is possible since the 1940s terms have changed 
connotation and so I do not wish to alter what the source material says but would rather 
keep intact the way people self-identified. Fifty-one of the fifty-three households in the 
survey are represented on Table 5, as two were illegible. 
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Table 5: Iwi of respondents in the Panmure Housing Survey 
 Ngāpuhi Te Aupouri Waikato Te Arawa Te Rarawa Ngāti Maniapoto 
Number of 
respondents 
from these iwi/ 
“tribes” 





3 1 5 1 1 1 
Source: Panmure Housing Survey, 1943. 
 
Discrepancies arise where four people identified their “tribe” as Ngāpuhi and 
their “sub-tribe” as Te Rarawa. Both are Northland iwi, with Te Rarawa falling under 
the Muriwhenua tribal group and Ngāpuhi being the largest iwi in the country. For these 
cases, I have classed them under Ngāpuhi, since that seems to be (according to the 
survey) their primary affiliation. Either way the ancestry of these people is based in 
Northland. For Ngāpuhi the “sub-tribes” mentioned are: Te Hikutu, Te Pouka, and Te 
Mahurehure. I have applied the same logic to the two responses that have named Te 
Aupōuri as their “tribe” and Ngāti Kuri as their “sub-tribe”, and placed them under Te 
Aupōuri on this table. Both of these are Northland iwi. Te Arawa is the southernmost 
iwi represented, and this shows there was migration from places south of Auckland as 
well as from the north. Where people have listed Waikato as their “tribe”, I have 
retained this moniker but I will mention here some of the “sub-tribes” they name, as 
some are what we call iwi today: Ngāti Kaputuhi, Ngāti Haua, Ngāti Reko, and Ngāti 
Mahuta. 
Tribal affiliation demonstrates people from around the North Island living and 
working together in the Panmure area, predominantly on market gardens. This kind of 
mixed community of different iwi, hapū, and regional affiliation had become more 
common in the late 19th and 20th century. Iwi began to replace hapū as the more 
frequently used political body, perhaps resulting in people identifying with the iwi more 
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than their hapū as seen in some cases in the survey. It is notable that none of the 
respondents name a Tāmaki iwi such as Ngāti Whatua o Ōrakei as their “tribe”. This 
does not necessarily mean none of the respondents were born in Auckland itself, but at 
the very least their parents or ancestors were from outside the area.  
The Panmure survey provides clear evidence of Māori urban migration from 
small towns like Whirinaki and Opononi in Northland, and Parawera and Whakawhaka 
in Waikato. In some cases, many families that were potentially related came from the 
same town and worked and lived in the same suburb. This was the case with ten 
families from Opononi in Northland and four families from Mangamuka and Parawera 
respectively. This is evidence of a whānau-based migration pattern to market gardens, 
and is also seen in the way multiple family members found employment on the gardens. 
Royal’s report based on the data in his survey notes that Māori were employed 
at the local war industry factory, timber mill, freezing works, and quarries in the nearby 
Westfield and Penrose suburbs. Panmure itself was mostly Chinese owned market 
garden land with some smaller European-owned farms as well.68 Royal’s report 
separates those employed in casual gardening from those in market gardening, with 
three families being market gardeners, and fifteen being casual gardeners.69 Most 
gardeners were wives or adult children of the householder. It was neccessary in many 
cases to have someone work on the gardens to maintain the agreement with the Chinese 
market gardener to allow Māori families to live there.70  
In a couple of cases, families who were experienced market gardeners wanted to 
set up their own plots. W.H. desired to return his large extended family to Otiria in 
Northland where he had 500 acres to start a market garden. His stated goal was to 
 






supply towns in the surrounding area such as Whangarei, Kawakawa, and Moerewa. 
Royal was not optimistic for W.H.’s chances, but noted he would investigate the 
matter.71 In Panmure, a different family led by H.H. wanted to purchase ten acres of 
market garden land in the suburb. H.H. was a foreman on a Chinese garden and believed 
he had the experience required for such a venture. The Horticultural Division stated they 
would look into it.72 Both of these families were, in the meantime, on the list for rental 
homes in Panmure, as were most of the other families in the survey.  
It is unknown what happened in these two families’ cases, but headway in 
constructing a permanent housing block for Māori in Panmure was never made. In 1947 
the DoMA sent a memorandum to the Minister, who at this time was Prime Minister 
Peter Fraser, informing him there was not enough space for Māori in the Housing Camp 
that was in existence at the time.73 Inquries were made but it appears that no suitable 
land was found. The Housing Construction Department took over the role of purchasing 
land from the Native Department in August 1947, taking hold of fifty-five and a half 
acres in Panmure for about sixty housing units.74 
 
Migration and Marriages 
What the Panmure survey does not reveal, and something that is mentioned frequently 
in the 1929 Ngata inquiry, is the role of Chinese-Māori relationships and marriages in 
urban migration. Examining the marriages and families produced as a direct result of 
Māori working and living on Chinese market garden land shows that employment was 




73 Native Department to Minister of Maori Affairs, 18 June 1947, R19528268. 
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older Chinese man and a younger Māori woman. These marriages occurred for a range 
of reasons. Some were made with parental hope of economic stability for their children, 
as Chinese men were thought to be good providers and family-orientated. In later 
decades there were relationships that were love matches.  
Taking some examples of Chinese-Māori relationships shows the role marriages 
played in facilitaing urban migration. The Joe-Williams family is one such example. Joe 
Kum Chee and Alice-Jean Kiriona met in the 1940s in the Palmerston North area, when 
Kiriona was seventeen. Her mother sent all four of her daughters to Palmerston North to 
Chinese market gardeners after the death of her husband as she could no longer support 
them on her own, and all four married Chinese market gardeners.75 Joe and Kiriona 
moved north to Pukekohe in South Auckland in 1955. Pukekohe during the 1940s and 
1950s was a hub of cultures, and was an important market gardening area. Kiriona bore 
fourteen children and worked in the couple’s market garden. Such arrangements 
continued into the 1950s and 1960s.76 This is an example of a Chinese-Māori marriage, 
if not quite intentionally arranged, intentionally set in motion and hoped for by the 
mother, for economic reasons.  
A significant Chinese-Māori presence developed in Auckland. In Panmure, 
Māori women such as Maata Wihongi came from Northland to work and ended up on 
the gardens owned by Quong Sing & Co.77 Fong Ping married Atarua Tawhai from 
Waima in 1944 and her family started working together on Fong Ping’s farm.78 In 
Mangere, Chan Gan Tan married Rangi from Kaikohe. Wong Pak Keung married Kiwa 
 
75 Ip, 22 and 30. 
76 Ibid., 52 and 118.  
77 Lily Lee and Ruth Lam, Sons of the soil: Chinese Market Gardeners in New Zealand 
(Pukekohe; NZ: NZ Dominion Federation for New Zealand Chinese Commercial Growers, 2012), 345.   
78 Lee and Lam, 348.  
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Haereti and Lee Foon Tai married Phoebe Rore in 1934. These relationships ocurred as 
a result of urban migration and encouraged whānau to move from their hau kāinga.  
 
State Vegetable Production and the Market Gardens 
Tension characterises the relationship between the State Vegetable Production scheme 
and market gardens during the war. The State Vegetable scheme established during 
World War Two was a government response to the loss of gardeners and farmers who 
entered military service in the first three years of the war. There were many United 
States servicemen in the Pacific region and stationed in New Zealand, which New 
Zealand was tasked with feeding. Women initially took up this task, with the Women’s 
War Service Auxiliary delivering vegetable parcels around the country. State Vegetable 
Production schemes began in 1942, and state farms were established to bolster the 
output of market gardens and non-state owned farms. In 1943 the “Dig for Victory” 
campaign was launched. Information on how to garden efficiently was shared via radio 
and public lectures, and through the New Zealand Gardener magazine begun in 1944. 
This campaign pushed patriotism and encouraged every able citizen to turn their home 
gardens into vegetable farms.  
By January 1943 state farms were able to supply 3,000,000 pounds of vegetables 
per month to New Zealand and Allied armed forces. Six months after the scheme was 
launched, state farms occupied 1800 acres of land, ranging from 10 acres to 190 acres in 
size.79 This was set to increase with 1400 acres being planted with 23 different crops for 
the next season. As of December 1942, 350 men and women were employed by the 
State for planting and harvesting.80 More than 100 of these were women, often forming 
 
79 “State Farm Vegetable Scheme Notable Success,” Northern Advocate, 25 January 1943.   
80 “Surplus Peas,” New Zealand Herald  ̧19 January 1943.  
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the bulk of permanent staff on various farms. Some permanent staff lived communually 
in huts on the land and were provided with kitchen, dining, and washing facilities, while 
others lived in nearby towns and commuted.81 Casual workers were brought in for 
harvesting. A day of work could last from 8am to 5.30pm, plus a commute to and from 
the site in Army trucks used for that purpose.82 The 165 acre farm at Mangere employed 
twelve men and twelve women with aims to increase to 20 men and 50-60 women 
across 500 acres.83 Conversely, market gardeners combined across the country, putting 
1000 acres under contract to the Department of Agriculture. These contracts to supply 
the armed forces existed alongside their produce for local market.    
The Auckland region boasted seven State Vegetable farms which totalled 663 
acres. One of these was at Kaikohe, a town in the Far North 260 kilometres from 
Auckland itself. In the first year of the project Kaikohe was the only farm in this region 
that did not experience labour shortages. In contrast to the state farms further south, the 
Auckland farms did not release produce to the public market.84 Kaikohe managed to 
avoid labour shortages due to the utilisation of Māori labour. Māori recruitment officers 
working for the MWEO (analysed further in chapter four) aided the employment effort. 
Māori were described as working “with a will in the gardens as a real war effort.”85 
Māori were praised by the Minister of Agriculture Mr Jim Barclay for answering the 
call for state farm labour, alongside schoolboys and female university students.86  
Conditions on the Patumahoe Farm were a point of contention in 1944. 
Patumahoe is a small town roughly 10 kilometres west of Pukekohe in South Auckland. 
In June of that year a complaint was received by the Auckland Star newspaper from one 
 
81 “State Farm Vegetable Scheme Notable Success,” Northern Advocate, 25 January 1943.  
82 “Unsung Heroes,” New Zealand Herald, 20 March 1943.   
83 “Area Trebled,” Auckland Star, 15 July 1943.   
84 “Army Vegetables,” New Zealand Herald  ̧28 January 1943.   
85  Ibid. 
86 “State Farm Vegetable Scheme Notable Success,” Northern Advocate, 25 January 1943.  
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of the land girls employed there.87 This source declared that there were no shelters, 
gumboots, or water (hot or otherwise) provided for staff. She lamented that girls were 
being asked to do as much physical work as men for hourly wages ranging from one 
shilling to one shilling and six pence depending on age. This complaint reached the 
Department of Agriculture who responded by ordering gumboots, stating that a shortage 
had prevented this being done earlier. Market gardeners were allocated one pair of 
gumboots per 20 acres. It was up to the Public Works Department to construct shelters. 
Hot water was arranged. The Department also replied that “conveniences” were located 
a walk of up to 100 yards away from workers at all times. Women’s wages were fixed 
by the Worker’s Federation and the Department of Agriculture. This encourages 
comparison with the conditions Māori lived and worked in on Chinese market gardens. 
Much more consternation seems to have surrounded the construction of adequate 
shelters for Māori. These would have needed to be permanent rather than temporary, as 
on most state farms, and the huts for workers on these farms were deemed neccessary to 
the war effort. However it is interesting to note that building homes on market gardens 
for Māori presented far more of an issue than building facilities on state farms for 
women.   
By 1944 the war effort was winding down, and the requirement for vegetables 
was lessening, causing the closure of many farms. Matatoki state farm closed in 
September 1944. It was opposed by the Thames Labour Party branch as it would be 
devastating for the area to lose so many jobs. It was also suggested that returned Māori 
soldiers be employed at these gardens.88 Demand was anticipated to decrease for certain 
vegetables, particularly those that were not suitable for long-distance shipping. As of 
1944, twelve farms existed in the Auckland region: Kaikohe, Whangarei, Belmont, 
 
87 “On State Farm,” Auckland Star, 8 June 1944.   
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Mangere, Papatoetoe, Putamahoe, Koramatau, Hamilton, Rukaura, Thames, Tauranga, 
and Rotorua. They employed 580 staff, supplemented by an additonal 400 workers 
during December and March.89 Farms located at Kaikohe and Whangarei were among 
those to close at the end of the season, as military camps located near to these farms had 
been closed eliminating the need for them to exist.90 The demand from American troops 
persisted and the 2400 acres in the Auckland district were worked towards fulfilling 
these demands. The Auckland region contained more than half of the 4000 acres co-
opted for state farms nationwide.  
 In 1942, the Auckland District Primary Production requested a pool of Māori 
labour be established in Pukekohe. This request was not fulfilled by the Department of 
Agriculture. Three years later, another request for labourers was urgently made again at 
Pukekohe to aid market gardeners in their work to supply the dehydration and quick-
freeze plants in the state scheme.91 In response, Māori from the East Coast were sent to 
work at the State Vegetable Farm at Patumahoe. By March 1945, 110 Māori girls 
mostly originating from the East Coast were working at the Patumahoe State Farm. The 
impact these workers had was important– an entire crop of beans had been saved by 40 
volunteer Māori girls which otherwise would have been lost before harvesting.92 This 
shows the difference in treatment State farms received when it came to labour, 
compared to market gardens. Manpower and labour was far easier to access for the state 
farms.  
The relationship between Chinese market gardeners and the State Vegetable 
farms was one of tension. Market gardeners, despite the difficulty they faced, felt they 
could capably supply the war effort with vegetables if they were treated as an essential 
 
89 “Probable Closing of North State Farms,” Northern Advocate  ̧27 July 1944.   
90 Ibid.  
91 “Labour Pool,” Auckland Star, 6 February 1945.   
92 Ibid.  
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industry and given manpowered labour. However the lack of organisation in the market 
garden industry and division between European and non-European growers went 
against them, and the Government decided it needed to take control of vegetable 
production.93  
In 1942 fears from commercial gardeners were communicated to the Minister of 
Agriculture in a letter from the Dominion Council of Commercial Growers. The lack of 
labour was chief among them and they felt their position was the most precarious out of 
all wartime industries. Without labour to help at harvest time, there was no point in 
planting increased acreages.94 The solutions they put forth included using prisoners of 
war as labour (as was done on some State Vegetable farms) and declaring market 
gardens an essential industry.  
Not long after the State Vegetable scheme began, the six Chinese gardeners that 
operated in Hamilton expressed their anger at the flood of produce entering the local 
market from the nearby Ruakura State Farm in 1943.95 Excess or lower quality produce 
from these farms was sent to the local market for lower prices than market gardeners 
could afford to compete with. Green peas from the Ruakura Farm were being sold for 1s 
6d per sugar bag, which worked out as less than the rate for picking them. To Chinese 
market gardeners this threatened their livelihoods. The Government also influenced the 
prices that market gardeners were allowed to ask for their goods. Top quality potatoes 
were set at a fixed price at £14 per ton in Waikato. Therefore a situation arose where 
market gardeners faced a market flooded with a crop, which they could not sell at a 
competitive price, and so their produce would go to waste in their stores even as they 
still had tons to dig up. It is easy to see how this would have felt affronting to these six 
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Chinese market gardeners, as in 1942 they met and agreed to increase output by twenty 
per cent to support the war effort in response to pleas from the Food Controller.  
When the State Vegetable Production schemes required labour, the Government 
decided those who were eligible but unsuitable for active service should be manpowered 
into vegetable growing. The State schemes absorbed virtually all of the skilled labour 
available in the country, even requiring unskilled and prison labour. An expansion of 
3000 acres would call for an additional 450-475 workers divided into about 300 women 
and the rest men.96 Differential treatment along racial lines – both in terms of who 
owned and operated a garden and in the use of labour – characterised gardens during the 
war. 
 
Market Gardens and their contribution to the War Effort 
Early on in the war the economic value of market gardens was called into question as 
the Government sought to find land suitable for state housing projects. In 1939 one 
market garden in the Hutt Valley was used as an example. Comprising 15 acres, this 
garden alone had produced 74 tons of tomatoes, 58 tons of rhubarb, approximately 
204,360 cabbages and 140,680 lettuces, as well as vast quantities of cauliflowers, 
parsnips, swedes, silver beet, spinach, leeks, beetroot, and carrots in the previous year.97 
Labour at this garden came at a cost of £60 per acre, with free family labour on top of 
that. Other gardens in the Hutt Valley reported a cost of £90 per acre for labour. Based 
on how much market garden employees earned and the currency system, it can be 
assumed that even £60 covered a significant number of employees, showing market 
gardens in this area were important employers in the community. Additionally, it can be 
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seen how much even one garden is capable of producing, making the case that market 
gardens had an important role to play in the war effort.  
As the national war effort began to ramp up, an investigation into the high price 
of vegetables in 1941 illustrated the need for market gardens. Purchase of gardens by 
the Government for state housing, as seen in the Hutt Valley, caused prices to go up 
since there was more demand than supply. Mr B.V. Cooksley, president of the 
Dominion Council for Commercial Growers, stated labour was difficult to retain. 
Because market gardens required labour outside of regular working week hours there 
was some difficulty finding people willing to work irregular hours, when they could 
find better wages and better conditions elsewhere.98 The lack of manpower also 
extended to the inability to get labour from the Women’s War Service Auxiliary, who 
could only help when not taken up by actual manpowered work. The Council requested 
the government to place the industry under manpowering regulations on the same level 
as other forms of primary production to help with this issue.  
Other factors in the struggles of market gardens include difficulty importing 
seed for crops such as spinach from Central European countries due to the war, and the 
high prices of seed that could be obtained.99 Weather had also been sub-optimal over the 
previous season, with higher levels of rain and frost than normal. The costs of operating 
a market garden had increased in terms of pest control and soil management and thus 
production had decreased.  
By late 1942 market gardens had proven to be an important aspect of vegetable 
production for the war effort. This would not have been possible without Māori labour, 
which is notable since market gardens were not as strictly manpowered as other 
industries, particularly the State Vegetable Production scheme. Instead they operated 
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slightly outside of the state’s control. Manpower controls regarding market gardens 
were not as strict as they were in other industries. Employers were not required to 
obtain approval from a manpower officer before hiring labour on farms, for casual 
work, midwifery and nursing, working on a ship, or market gardens. Other industries 
required the permission of the National Service Department before engaging labour.100  
In Auckland, commercial market gardeners discouraged government 
interference in their operations. Someone cited as a “businessman” with knowledge of 
the industry stated that military demand for produce had been met despite labour 
shortages, working from before sunrise and after sunset to do so.101 A significant 
portion of these market gardens were Chinese-owned and relied on experienced and 
skilled Māori labour. However, this labour was being lost to other industries that could 
offer better wages as both Chinese and Māori workers sought better pay.102 This 
exacerbated the main drawback of market gardening, namely, the high labour needs and 
time required for any produce. Thus, experience in this type of gardening was 
paramount, and negotiations with the Army to release men with such skills were desired 
by the industry. This is where manpower controls came into use. 
By autumn 1945 and the winding down of the New Zealand war effort, the 
vegetable farming industry saw an easing on production requirements and subsequently 
had sufficient labour for the season. Other factors outside of human control are also to 
be considered – a bountiful season was had compared to the previous few years due to 
optimal weather conditions. This meant monthly quotas were more easily fulfilled and 
exported to Allied forces in the Pacific.103 Indeed, crops suchs as carrots and cabbages 
produced a surplus described as “embarrassingly large.”104 This period followed a 
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season where commercial market gardens were required to expand and increase 
production after the State Vegetable Production scheme failed to keep up with demand, 
which in some cases involved converting traditional farmland into gardens. In the 
Auckland region, this was particularly the task afforded to Chinese market gardens, in 
conjunction with gardens in Pukekohe, Ohakune, and the East Coast which had more 
Pākehā ownership. Ultimately, in most crops market gardens outdid the State Vegetable 
gardens in terms of production, and it was generally felt that the government had 
underestimated the skill level necessary to be successful in this industry.105 Under this 
logic of high skill and vast output, it is clear that the Māori workers on Chinese market 
gardens made an important and vital contribution to the war effort. 
 
Market Gardens after the war 
Concern for Māori living on market gardens continued after World War Two. In 1945 
there were inquiries into the housing conditions on Opiki market gardens, and the 
employment of teenage girls there. Employment of girls under fifteen was prohibited 
under the Agricultural Workers Act, with an exception for harvesting of peas, beans, 
and tomatoes.106 However, in Opiki, a small township in the Horowhenua District, girls 
under 15 had allegedly been employed in harvesting onions. As a result of an inquiry 
into this matter representatives from the Department of Health, Palmerston North 
Hospital Board, Horowhenua County Council, the Native Department, the Education 
Department, the Department of Agriculture, and the Department of Labour met to 
review the issue.107  
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 Opiki had a Māori population of 387, coming from Ratana, Feilding, Palmerston 
North, and the rest from Horowhenua.108 Government officals debated who was to be 
responsible for building better housing facilities. Growers were happy to do so if given 
the materials and finances required. The other idea floated was to build a settlement for 
the workers. The significance of Māori migration for market garden work in terms of 
number of people, in some cases, was significant enough for officials to consider such a 
large building undertaking. Mr Aitchison, the representative of the Horowhenua County 
Council, argued against this, saying that once demand for vegetable production lessened 
after the war, such a community would become derelict as workers moved on.109 Mr 
Weir of the Labour Department was in favour of a centralised settlement as it would be 
easier to control.110 
 A second conference was held, this time with a representative from the Primary 
Prodution Council, three growers and their solicitor, and two workers, as well as those 
present at the previous meeting. The solicitor, Mr Grant, stated it was a difficult task for 
growers to provide housing not only for their workers, but for most of the Māori 
population in the area as workers brought their families onto market garden land. Grant 
noted one grower had twenty three workers and paid £1868 for 652 days worked total. 
For sixteen market gardeners, the number of workers used totalled 226, and non-
workers totalled 182. Therefore 408 needed to be housed on or near the market 
gardens.111 However, there was no legal obligation for growers to provide for Māori 
who were not workers. Mr Naoro stated he had approximately twenty to thirty workers 
on his land over the summer of 1944-45, totalling eighty four living on the property.112 









sanitation facilities. Two Māori workers expressed satisfaction with their huts despite 
overcrowding and the promises of Mr Gillepsie whose land they worked, to construct 
washing facilities.113 It is possible this was being said because Mr Gilliespie was in 
attendance. The workers were not asked to speak again.  
After these conferences, the Departments involved reached the conclusion that 
since the production from these gardens would drop off after the war, action was not 
required. By January 1946, six of the gardens in Opiki had closed down and the number 
of Māori in the area had reduced, from four hundred to approximately one hundred.114 
As the war ended and employment on market gardens dried up, most Māori moved from 
this small township and presumably moved home or to cities. Evidence cited at the 
Opiki conferences show how reliant market gardeners were upon Māori workers and the 
extent to which Māori were involved with food production, which contributed to the 
New Zealand war effort. 
Māori participation in food production was linked to wider debates about 
equality and self-determination. In April 1945, George Graham of the AMA stated the 
contribution of Māori in World War One and Two more than qualified them for fairer 
treatment. Specifically he mentioned Māori having the ability to take up positions of 
responsibilty and govern their own affairs.115 Questions of equality and fair treatment 
came to the fore in 1946 when the principal of Hamilton West School wrote to the 
Auckland Education Board to propose the establishment of a school for the children of 
Māori employed on Chinese-owned gardens on Houchen Road and Hall’s Road in the 
south Hamilton suburb of Melville.  
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The school took issue with the health and presentation of the children, calling 
them an “embarrassment to the teaching staff and they are a positive menace to the 
European children.”116 The school undertook its own investigation and reported more 
than forty people, a number including over thirty children, resided at the Houchen Road 
garden. One solution to this was for a native school to be set up with hygiene facilities. 
Following up on this the Department of Labour conducted its own survey and found 
that on five Chinese gardens in the area, there were twenty nine housing units holding 
one hundred and fourteen occupants. Fifty three were adults and sixty one children, with 
seventeen of the adults being regularly employed by the property owners and sixteen 
occasionally employed.117 While this offers evidence that Māori continued working on 
market gardens in the post-war period, and lived in the inner city, it also demonstrates 
the prejudice and racism they were subjected to in the form of arguments that linked 
health and hygience to ethnicity.   
Māori were eventually included in Labour’s state housing scheme by the late 
1940s, as a response to the continual urban migration thorughout the war and beyond. 
These state houses were intended to space Māori families out amongst Pākehā homes, 
but Māori communities still formed even at the expense of obtaining a state home, 
similar to the formation of Māori communities forming around market gardens.118 
 
Conclusion 
Māori worked on market gardens before and during World War Two, demonstrated by  
the intense debates that surrounded Māori residing on Chinese market gardens and the 
impact it had on suburbs in cities like Auckland. Of particular note is a pattern of 
 
116 W.K.M Ohara to Department of Labour, 23 October 1946, R17380241. 
117 District Inspector of Factories to Department of Labour, 23 October 1946, R17380241. 
118 Arbury, 294.   
82 
 
whānau-based migration, and it is clear that this phenomenon did not start in the post-
war period, nor even in the war years, though the war certainly acclerated it. Rather, it 
began in the 1930s, as shown by the scale of the 1929 Ngata inquiry and housing issues 
that spanned near half a century. The debates regarding Māori housing, particularly in 
Auckland from 1920-1945, illustrates urban migration was something the state and 
general public were aware of before World War Two and preceded the post-war 
migration boom most cited by historians. 
At Panmure in Auckland a housing survey showed that 259 Māori resided on 
market gardens and revealed further that whānau formed the basis for this industry’s 
Māori workers. It was common for the male head of the household, as recorded by the 
survey, to work in a factory, with other members of the family working on market 
gardens. Despite low wages, Chinese market gardens offered a living arrangement that 
included a dwelling and food at no extra cost. This mutually beneficial relationship was 
the source of worry for Pākehā who looked unfavourably on the Chinese, and for 
traditionally-minded Māori like Apirana Ngata who believed Māori should return to 
rural environments.  
Māori workers on Chinese-market gardens made a signifcant contribution to the 
war effort. This aspect of market gardening is often overlooked, in favour of the State 
Vegetable Production scheme which operated on a vastly larger scale with the benefit of 
a large amount of manpowered labour. However, when taking into account the small 
number of workers and large plots of market gardens, and the fact that they did not fall 
under the government’s manpower efforts as comprehensively as the State Vegetable 
gardens, their contribution should not to be dismissed. Māori labour was vital for the 
production of vegetables for the war effort, and this mobile labour force was a result of 




Migration and Meatworks: Māori in Freezing Works during World 
War Two 
 
Remaining in Panmure and its surroundings reveals another source of employment, an 
essential war industry, and a site for Māori urban migration. Multiple meat freezing 
works were located a few kilometres away from the Panmure market gardens in the 
industrial area of Westfield, now part of a suburb called Mount Wellington. Unlike 
market gardens, freezing works have been a relatively unexplored industry in New 
Zealand history. In studies of the World War Two period, more focus has been given to 
other industries. Many forms of production were classed as being “essential” during the 
total war effort New Zealand undertook during the war. This list was not set in stone 
and changed depending on the needs of the country, as at various points during the war 
timber mills, munitions productions, mining, footwear production, electricity 
production, food production, shipping, and even tobacco production were deemed 
essential. With this chapter I will show why freezing works provide a site for 
researchers interested in worker’s experiences of wartime industry, the important role 
that Māori labour played in this facet of the war effort, and how focusing on this 
industry can help deepen interpretations of Māori urban migration through the impacts 
of manpowering.  
Māori were placed into freezing works employment through the national 
manpowering system, and the industry was a pull factor in urban migration, placing 
freezing works at the intersection of migration and the war effort. Using the Panmure 
housing survey,1 I analyse a sample of workers from works in the Westfield area. I also 
broaden the geographic scope and look at the industry in rural locales, particularly in 
 
1 See Chapter Two, page 61 of this thesis for more background on this survey.   
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Northland. In order to analyse labour, I look to the numerous strikes and labour shortage 
problems that besieged the industry in Auckland during the war, and look at how Māori 
workers, both men and women, alleviated the strain on manpower. The freezing works 
also complicate the story of urban migration, as some works were located rurally and so 
workers migrated out of urban areas for work. However I think this is an exception that 
proves the rule, and by acknowledging this, it is possible to give a more complete 
picture of Māori urban migration. 
One reason why freezing works have not have received much historiographical 
attention is due to the lack of primary source materials. Source scarcity is especially true 
in the 1940s for the workers in this industry. Sources are far fewer in comparison to 
those available on market gardens and vegetable production, or the operations of the 
Māori War Effort Organisation (MWEO), which I will discuss in the next chapter. What 
information is available for freezing works tends to be based on the history of the 
companies and establishment of the works in the early twentieth century, or the post-
war operation of works and decline in the industry.  
Anecdotal evidence, such as images and oral histories with Māori freezing 
workers exists to some degree. What we lack is detail in the form of names, numbers, 
what departments, whereabouts, and the experiences of those who took up roles as 
freezing workers. Without these, we cannot know the exact impact of Māori in the 
manufacturing war effort, or the role of freezing works on Māori migration from their 
rural homes to urban centres. Despite this, it is worth attempting to fill in some of the 
gaps in this story. Hopefully in the future some more records will come to light and can 
be used to undertake a more in-depth analysis of Māori labour in this industry.  
Most studies on freezing works are either economically focused or interested in 
unionism and strikes. It is surprising that freezing works have received little scholarly 
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examination despite their prominent role in New Zealand export history and in World 
War Two. Freezing works histories have focused on the business side of operations as 
opposed to labour histories, such as Where It All Began about the Waitaki-Pukeuri 
Works in Oamaru spanning 1914 to 1981.2 In a 1964 article for the New Zealand 
Geographer, G.J. Burridge lamented the lack of comprehensive accounts of the freezing 
industry, which was so vital to early New Zealand exporting.3 What is available 
generally focuses on the establishing of businesses, deals made and who made them.  
Even in recent years, with labour history and worker’s histories being written, 
freezing workers have not been studied with a national focus. What have been written 
about is the strikes that occurred throughout the twentieth century. The Otago-
Southland region has been used as a case study due to its greater propensity for strike 
action in this industry than other areas of the country.4 Often these studies are rooted in 
economic theory and seek economic solutions to the issue of strikes, rather than being 
social histories that are interested in the workers themselves. As I stated above, this is 
likely due to the lack of breadth and depth in sources on freezing workers available in 
archival and manuscript collections. However, because of the importance of the freezing 
works to the war effort and the New Zealand economy as a whole, and as a primary 
employer of Māori labour, this industry cannot be ignored.  
Even scholarly work that is focused on the home front has little to say on factory 
workers and freezing workers. Nancy M. Taylor’s two volume entry in the official New 
Zealand history of World War Two covers nearly every aspect of the home front in 
 
2 Terry Perriam, Where it all began: A history of the Waitaki-Pukeuri Freezing Works, Oamaru, 
1914-1981 (Christchurch, NZ: Waitaki International Ltd, 1989).  
3 G.J. Burridge, “The Location of Meat Freezing Works in New Zealand,” New Zealand 
Geographer 20, no.1 (1964), 43.  
4 See: A. J. Geare “The Problem of Industrial Unrest: Theories into the Causes of Local Strikes 
in a New Zealand Meat Freezing Works,” Journal of Industrial Relations 14, no. 1 (1972), 13-22; and J. 
M. Howells and R. P. Alexander, “A Strike in the Meat Freezing Industry: Background to Industrial 
Discontent in New Zealand,” ILR Review 21, no. 3 (1968), 418-426.  
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great detail, but is unable to provide more than a brief mention of freezing works. This 
mention comes in a discussion of manpower directives given to women, stating the 
Westfield Freezing Works cannery was thought to be unsuitable for women and efforts 
were made to place women into jobs in laundry work instead.5 Westfield is named as 
one of the most unpopular potential places to work, and Taylor links this with the high 
rates of absenteeism found in the industry.6  
 Secondary sources on freezing works are mostly focused on the pre-war period 
and burgeoning industry. The earliest established freezing works in the country were 
founded in the 1880s. Studies of colonial industry and the impact the invention of 
refrigeration had on New Zealand economically can also be included in this literature. 
Post-war, the rise of manufacturing and exporting world wide-trade become of interest, 
with works on unionism and marginalised workers, such as Cybѐle Locke’s book 
Workers in the Margins which is focused on Māori and women. Locke’s work includes 
coverage of freezing works and freezing workers’ unions from 1951 and into the 1970s. 
As we will see, there is unionism in freezing works during the 1940s. I agree with 
Locke that there is a history worth exploring between Māori freezing workers and 
socialism, as the meat freezing industry becomes increasingly militant during the post-
war period.7 Locke’s work focuses on some unions that form in the industry during the 
1950s, their Māori membership, and their existence until the 1980s.8  
There is a clear gap in the scholarly literature on World War Two, despite 
freezing works being classed as an essential work and taking up significant manpower 
and resources, despite the strikes, and despite the notable mixing of genders in factory 
 
5 Nancy M. Taylor, The New Zealand People at War: The Home Front (Wellington, NZ: 
Department of Internal Affairs, 1986), 677.  
6 Taylor, 678.   
7 Cybѐle Locke, Workers in the Margins: union radicals in post-war New Zealand (Wellington, 
NZ: Bridget Williams Books, 2012), 15. 
8 Locke, 15.  
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work. A look at how the industry as a whole operated during World War Two is needed 
to fully understand the contribution of freezing workers to the war effort.  
 
The Frozen Meat Industry: Origins to Essential, 1881-1941 
Prior to meatworks, New Zealand farmers were faced with more stock than could be 
utilised. Before refrigeration, meat would go to waste as the capability to preserve it in 
large quantities did not exist. G.J. Burridge remarks in his article in the New Zealand 
Geographer that some farmers took drastic actions, such as driving excess stock off the 
edge of cliffs to be rid of it.9 The first attempt at meat preserving was undertaken by the 
New Zealand Meat Preserving Company, established in 1869, which operated a cannery 
but was without refrigeration technology.10  
The next twenty years saw the origins of the meat freezing industry. The first 
works to be established was Burnside, Dunedin, in 1881,11 and the first shipment of 
frozen meat was taken in February 1882 from Port Chalmers on the Dunedin.12 
Auckland’s first shipment was in May 1883 and since no freezing works existed in 
Auckland at that time, the goods were frozen on board the ship itself. By 1890 eight 
freezing works were in operation up and down the country. Ten more works were built 
before 1900, however five also closed during this decade.13  
Early in the twentieth-century many more works were built, with twenty-one 
constructed between 1900-1921 and six being closed.14 Some of the locations include 
Petone, Pakipaki, Gisborne, Otahuhu, Waipukurau, Waingawa, and Pareora. Freezing 
 
9 G.J. Burridge, “The Location of Meat Freezing Works in New Zealand,” New Zealand 
Geographer 20, no.1 (1964), 43.  
10 Burridge, 44.  
11 Ibid.   
12 Rae, Auckland Farmers’ Freezing Co-Operative Ltd., 1968, Auckland Museum.  
13 Burridge, 44.  
14 Ibid.  
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works tended to be built in locales that were just outside larger population centres – 
Pakipaki being next to Hastings, Waingawa next to Masterton, Petone next to 
Wellington, and Pareora next to Timaru, for example.15 Burridge cites the most 
important factor in a freezing works location was access to railway, which was the case 
with most of these works.16  
This logic also applies to the four meat works that were situated in the Westfield 
Industrial area of Auckland in the 1940s. At the time, the Westfield-Otahuhu area was 
situated on the outskirts of Auckland, and the freezing works were located near to the 
railway. These were owned by R & W Hellaby, the Auckland Farmers’ Freezing Co-
operative (AFFCO), Auckland City Abattoirs, and the Westfield Freezing Company. 
AFFCO and Hellaby’s had traded businesses back and forth, reaching an agreement in 
1904 for AFFCO to stay out of the local meat trade, and for Hellaby’s to stay out of the 
export trade for fifteen years.17 By the 1930s Hellaby’s was re-entering the exporting 
business, and AFFCO was the only freezing company exporting overseas until 1916 
from their works in Southdown and King’s Wharf in Auckland. AFFCO also owned 
works in Northland and Waikato, and absorbed smaller freezing companies such as the 
North Auckland Freezing Co. Ltd. in 1924. Hellaby’s did the same, absorbing the 
Auckland Freezing Co that existed from 1889-1903.18  
Frozen meat was an important export industry for New Zealand that continued 
to grow with developments in refrigeration. New Zealand supplied the United Kingdom 
with about one sixth of its meat and the development of refrigeration technology 
cemented this relationship. In the interwar years there was a push for meat works to 
have enough refrigerated storage for instances where shipping delays would cause a 
 
15 Ibid.   
16 Ibid., 46.  




build up in goods, possibly in the context of another world war.19 The government 
wanted freezing works to have enough cool storage space for sixty per cent of their 
average kill – a target that was was achieved by 1940-1941.20 Stores accumulated as 
shipping delays impacted the industry, meaning canning output was boosted to alleviate 
this problem. The United States ordered ten thousand tons of meat in 1942 which also 
diminshed this issue.21 Meat production neared 520,000 tons in four out of the six war 
years, fourteen per cent above the pre-war average.22 In 1940-1941 the total production 
was 502,000 tons and in 1943-1944 it was 493,000 tons. The United States had accepted 
over 60,000 tons by April 1945.23 Canning and preserved meat averaged about 20,000 




19 J.V.T. Baker, The New Zealand People at War: War Economy, (Wellington, NZ: Department 
of Internal Affairs, 1965), 43.   
20 Baker,185.    
21 Ibid., 186.   
22 Ibid., 204.    
23 Ibid., 206.  
“Female freezing works 
employees outside the works in 
Otahuhu, Auckland.” 
This image was taken during 
Eleanor Roosevelt’s visit in 1943, 
and depicts female employees of 
one of the Auckland freezing 
works who appear to be Māori. 
Images like this explicitly reveal 
what other archival material hides 
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Freezing Works as Essential Industry 
Essential industries were a vital part of the war effort on the home front. In 1936, Māori 
freezing workers numbered 102 men, a figure which includes all ages, in contrast to  
9,814 non-Māori men and 315 women employed in freezing works.24 At this time, 
urban migration was under way but most Māori were still rurally located, with 2,118 
Māori categorised as being in “Industrial” employment in 1936.25 Unfortunately, most 
of the statistics available in official sources do not make the distinction between Pākehā 
and Māori, which makes an analysis of ethnicity of essential workers in this period 
difficult. It is, however, usually possible to find data on numbers of men and women, 
occasionally age, and what industries they were directed to. As of June 1944, 180,000 
men and 75,000 women were employed in essential industries, equalling approximately 
40 per cent of the country’s working population, or 255,000 out of  634,000.26 
Focusing on secondary production, we can break this down further into phases 
of the war as delineated by the National Service Department. By the end of the first 
phase, which ran from September 1939 to December 1941, and before the industrial 
manpower system was brought into effect, 117,214 people were engaged in secondary 
production.27 In 1943, the government decided that the military should focus mostly on 
recruiting for overseas defense rather than home defense which freed up people for 
industrial manpowering, particularly those who had useful expertise in essential 
industries. New Zealand’s labour force totalled 700,000 at the outbreak of the war. 
Taking into account the 154,000 lost to the armed forces, the labour force at the end of 
1943 was 634,000.28 If not for the manpowering initiative, in particular of women, the 
 
24 Population Census of New Zealand, 1936.   
25 Ibid.  
26 Report of the National Service Department, Appendix to the Journal of the House of 
Representatives, 1944 Session 1, H-11A. 
27 Report of the National Service Department, 2.  
28 Ibid., 5.  
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available labour force would have been far less. The female labour force in 1939 was 
180,000 and by the end of 1943 this had risen by 48,000 to 228,000.  
By June 1944, Manpower Officers were responsible for 90,458 men and women 
being directed into work.29 By sex this broke down into 71,338 men and 19,120 women. 
The Industrial Manpower Office had the power to command anyone regardless of age, 
sex, or occupation to continue their work or place them into a different service.30 By 
January 1944, the registration age for manpowering was set for men between the ages of 
18-59 and single or childless women aged 18-40.31 Likely this would have been 
expanded upon if the country truly required it, however it also accepted volunteers from 
outside of these categories. Women under twenty-one were not directed away from their 
home districts, and women were not directed away unless suitable accommodation was 
available.32 Māori were not subject to manpower or military conscription, but were 
strongly and actively encouraged to volunteer. To facilitate this, Tribal Committees and 
Manpower authorities worked together to fulfill labour needs.33  
The Manpower Office made use of the Māori Tribal Committees and Māori 
Women Officers to find Māori labour for manpowering. I examine this in relation to the 
work of the the MWEO, who set up and co-ordinated this system, in the next chapter. 
As with other women, Māori girls living at home were not directed away from their 
family. This did not mean that some Māori girls did not migrate away from their home 
district of their own accord, and in cases where they did the Māori Officers endeavoured 
to maintain contact with them.34 
 
29 Ibid., 6.  
30 Ibid., 16.   
31 Ibid.  
32 Ibid., 17.  
33 See Chapter Four of this thesis.   
34 Report of the National Service Department, 18.   
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Freezing works were declared to be an essential industry in 1942, and thus 
people were manpowered into employment at works around the country. Freezing 
workers were also exempted from military service. As a manpowered occupation meat 
workers were restricted in movement unless they were given official manpower 
directives to go elsewhere.35 Even as early as 1940, the N.Z. Freezing Workers’ Union 
was involved in discussions with the Minister of Labour Mr Webb regarding the 
industry’s vitality to the war effort, a position which they used to bargain for improved 
awards.36 The Union argued that improved working conditions and higher wages would 
lessen the need for companies to hire more men than they require, as the turnover would 
lessen. Better conditions would improve efficiency and output. This led to the 
development of Works Efficiency Councils, however the effectiveness of these were 
frequently disputed by management, in particular at the Westfield Works in Auckland. 
Elsewhere, smaller works such as Moerewa in the north and Mataura in the South Island 
were stated not to have met the same difficulties.37  
The freezing works were a crucial part of the war effort as they produced canned 
meats for shipment to soldiers overseas, especially in the Pacific after Japan entered the 
war in December 1941. In order to meet production requirements, more workers were 
needed. A week before New Zealand announced it was at war in 1939, the Minister for 
Agriculture wrote to freezing works regarding the need for adequate and efficient 
refrigeration storage space.38 This was felt to be important preparation since it was 
thought shipping delays would severely hinder the country’s war effort and exports. 
Food production was a large part of New Zealand’s war effort, supplying not only New 
 
35 Baker, 450.  
36 NZ Freezing Workers’ Union to the Honourable P.C Webb, 27 June 1940, General- War 
Measures- Freezing Industry Emergency Regulations 1940: Works Efficiency Councils- June 1940- 
January 1954, Department of Labour, R18785390, Archives New Zealand, Wellington.  
37 Direct Inspector of Factories to Chief Inspector of Factories, 25 September 1944, R18785390. 
38 Baker, 45.    
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Zealand troops but also the United Kingdom and Allied forces in the Pacific.39 
Dehydrated meat became a prominent industry during the war to meet the needs of the 
United States during 1942-1944.40  
Freezing works are one of the industries within which women made some strides 
towards economic independence, as they took up roles in factories and manufacturing, 
including Māori women. The genders were divided, with women working in the 
canneries and men on the slaughtering lines. Migration to freezing works occurred 
mostly in World War Two, and demonstrates urban migration for employment that was 
organised by the state or companies.  
For the season 1944-1945, the number of people employed in freezing works up 
and down the country helps illuminate where the most labour was available and directed 
to. At the Moerewa Freezing Works in Northland the number of employed peaked at 
350 during their busy period in the opening months of the year, and during the slow 
season employed 174 personnel, with 176 further available if needed.41 In Auckland 
there were four main freezing works. Hellaby’s reported a peak employment of 661, 
with 437 employed in 1944 and 190 more available. 34 positions were reported as part 
of their labour shortage. Nearby Westfield operated at a higher maximum capacity, 
employing 1,491 in their peak season of December-January and 953 in 1944 with 420 
available and a shortage of 118. Southdown was operating with 301 staff with 280 
available and a shortage of 69, and increased the number of employed to 650 in January 
1945. King’s Wharf, based in the central city, was the smallest in Auckland with a 
maximum employment of 250 during their peak month of November, and operating 
with 203 staff and 47 available.42 Westfield was the largest works in the country by 
 
39 Ibid., 78.  
40 Ibid., 79.  
41 Staffing of Freezing Works 1944-1945 Season, December 1944, National Service Department, 




some margin, operating with 516 more staff than Hellaby’s and 830 more at their peaks. 
Outside of Auckland, the largest works in terms of their peak periods were Horotiu in 
Waikato and Waitara in Taranaki with a maximum capacity of 621 and 606 
respectively. In the South Island the works at Islington in Christchurch was by far the 
largest, employing 513 in its peak months and 268 otherwise.43  
The meat works industry was particularly linked to seasonality. In 1941 
maximum employment of male freezing workers was reached in February with 11,656 
employees, and the minimum reached in October with 4,885. Across the twelve month 
period of that year the average number employed was 8,094 across the industry.44 This 
coincides with the life-cycle of the relevant animals and the slaughtering season.  
It appears men were sometimes manpowered to work at more than one works. 
Cybѐle Locke provides an account of a Māori man who was manpowered to four South 
Island freezing works during the war. This man remained in the industry and would go 
on to become a delegate in his union, and later branch secretary. Unfortunately he was 
so effective at this role that he and people close to him were blacklisted from the 
industry by the New Zealand Refrigeration Company in 1960.45 
Freezing workers were permitted to remain in their positions under Essential 
Industry Regulations. As they were primarily men of an age suitable for conscription 
into the armed forces, it had to be specified they were required to stay in their jobs. 
Members of the Otago and Southland branch of the Freezing Works and Related Trades 
Industrial Association of Workers were obliged to remain at their posts. In some cases it 
 
43 Ibid.   
44 New Zealand Official Yearbook, 1944.  
45 Locke, 38-39.  
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was at least considered that employers should increase wages or pay for workers’ travel 
during the war period.46   
Freezing works were often prioritised over army or farming recruitment during 
peak operation season. In January 1943 the Armed Forces Appeal Board recommended 
400 men be released from the army to take up places at the Westfield Freezing 
Company, AFFCO, and R. and W. Hellaby’s, all of which were located in the Westfield 
industrial area. These placements were intended to last until the end of April.47 The 
meat industry reached its seasonal peak during summer, and in November 1943 it was 
made a priority to supply around 3,000 men for freezing works.48 J. S. Hunter, in his 
position as Director of National Service, recommended that the freezing works be 
prioritised over harvesting in the placement of male labour. Otherwise it was believed it 
would be impossible to meet the 3,000 mark and therefore production would suffer at 
the most important time. In September 1944 it was stated in a memorandum to District 
Manpower Officers regarding holiday work for students and teachers that freezing 
works were part of the main classes of industry male students were to be directed into.49 
Production was increased dramatically and this coincided with new technology 
and the introduction of the chain system rather than solo butchering. Under the chain 
system the carcasses moved along a chain and butchers would perform one role 
repeatedly, whereas before the butcher carried out the full process on their own. The 
chain system increased production and allowed employers to hire “unskilled” workers, 
who only had to be trained in a specific task, and could be paid less than a fully trained 
butcher. The manpower effort and the introduction of the chain system was therefore 
 
46 National Disputes Committee and National Efficiency Council meeting, 17 April 1942, New 
Zealand Freezing Works and Related Trades Industrial Association of Workers, 78-131-02/04, Alexander 
Turnbull Library, Wellington.   
47 “400 Releases: Men in the Army,” New Zealand Herald, 16 January 1943.  
48 Director of National Service to Minister of National Service, 25 November 1943, Man power- 
Essential Industries-General, R18871041, Archives New Zealand, Wellington.   
49 National Service Department to District Manpower Officers, 21 September 1944, R18871041.  
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responsible for a lot of resettlement of Māori away from their iwi and tribal land. More 
workers were needed as part of the chain. According to Locke, in the 1950s chain 
workers in the Hellaby’s works in Auckland were mostly Māori.50 As an essential 
industry, freezing works absorbed a lot of Māori labour. Exact numbers are unknown 
but we know Māori were included from pictorial evidence and archival material 
discussing Māori manpowering. Below is an image from the Westfield Works, showing 
women, including some who are possibly Māori, working to pack sausages. 
 
The Auckland Big Three: Westfield, Hellaby’s, and AFFCO 
In this chapter I have narrowed my focus to a selection of freezing works that were in 
operation during World War Two. This decision was in large part made for me since as  
previously mentioned, sources on the wartime efforts of these businesses are hard to 
come by. My primary focus is the Auckland works as they were the largest in the 
country and the city with the the largest population of Māori during the war. My focus 
is on the Southdown Works owned by AFFCO, the Westfield Works owned by Fletcher 
 
50 Locke, 38.  
 
 
“Capped and uniformed women 
parcel sausages on a conveyer belt at 
Affco Ltd [sic]?” 1945-1966.” 
 
Source: PH-NEG-75G, 1945-1966, 
Sparrow Industrial Pictures Ltd, 





and then Hatton, and the Hellaby’s Works owned by R & W Hellaby’s Limited. All 
three were in located in close proximity to each other in an area between the Mount 
Wellington and Otahuhu suburbs (as they are named today) of Auckland.  
The Westfield Freezing Company Works, built in 1916, was one of several that 
were manpowered for the war effort. To help workers from around the city commute to 
the works, a transport service of army trucks was set up to run staff between the two 
locales making two trips daily. This service was put in place in January 1943, to meet 
the needs of the 240 additional workers employed at Westfield, with 103 tickets 
purchased to use the service.51 Complaints of absenteeism among the women working at 
Westfield demonstrate the problems with directed manpower. Out of the 450 women 
employed there, 100 were reported to be truant on a daily basis as of January 1943.52  
The need for more staff at Westfield was at its most critical during 1943. The 
manager of the works, A. G. Bryan, spoke to the press regarding this situation. It was 
the cannery, where women worked, that required extra hands to increase production 
specifically for army rations to go overseas.53 By winter 1945 and the end of World War 
Two, the need for extra workers had dissipated. As a result, men who had joined the 
works under manpower directives were instructed to report back to the authorities for 
relocation.54 This was not limited to Westfield Freezing Works. The AFFCO Works of 





51 “Westfield Workers: Transport Problem,” Auckland Star, 19 January 1943.  
52 “Absenteeism Among Girls At Freezing Works,” Northern Advocate, 27 January 1943.  
53 “Girls Needed: Staffing of Cannery,” New Zealand Herald, 18 March 1943.  
54 “Staffs Reduced: Freezing Industry,” New Zealand Herald, 4 July 1945.  
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Urban Migration and Mobility 
As discussed in the previous chapter the Tamaki-Panmure Survey, conducted in 1943, 
and the 1944 report that it produced considered the potential for a Māori settlement 
constructed in the Panmure area. Many Māori residents of Panmure were employed on 
Chinese-owned market gardens (see Chapter Two), and the freezing works located in 
the nearby industrial area. The housing survey was conducted as a means to gauge the 
living conditions of Māori who were mostly living in sub-par huts on market garden 
land, and to investigate whether a Māori settlement was needed in the area.  Most of the 
survey repsondents who were employed stated they worked on market gardens. The 
second most frequently cited employment was in the freezing works, most often 
specified as the Westfield works.  
Fifty-three households were questioned in this survey. Households were 
intergenerational, with parents, grandparents, adult children and grandchildren residing 
together. Many of the households were related to one another. In total, 139 people of 
working age were recorded in the households and twenty-three worked in freezing 
works. This amounts to seventeen per cent of the working population, rounded up. Five 
of the twenty-three were women. All but two of the freezing workers were listed as 
working at the Westfield Works, and the other two worked at Hellaby’s.  
The survey recorded the length of employment for the male heads of 
households, and also allowed space for wages to be recorded of those in the household 
who worked. Out of the eighteen male freezing workers in the survey, twelve were the 
heads of their households. Bearing in mind that this survey was conducted at the end of 
1943, from their responses we can see that ten out of the twelve heads of household had 
begun these positions since the start of the war in 1939, four years prior. The remaining 
two had worked at Westfield for six years each. Occasionally some respondents 
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specified the departments they worked in. Answers included freezing works hands, 
butchers, tannery, and the cannery. The length of employment and department was not 
specified for women or male non-heads of household, but it is known that women only 
worked in the cannery.  
This survey was conducted at a point in the war when freezing works had been 
producing goods for American consumption by the ton, and the industry was well-
established as essential. The Panmure-Westfield industrial area featured a clustering of 
the biggest works in the country. Competiton between works went back decades and it 
can be assumed this continued during World War Two. Therefore wages can be 
assumed to have been fairly competitive, especially as the freezing industry had an 
active union. During the year of this survey, the meat freezing industry consisted of 40 
factories employing a total of 9,060 wage-earning employees. Of these, 1,126 
employees were classed as non-wage earning. Out of those who received pay, 8,498 
were men and 562 were women.55 The average weekly pay for freezing workers is 
unknown but the Panmure Survey provides a sample of wages to examine. Out of the 
twelve men who were heads of households, all but two earned above five pounds per 
week, with the highest rate being eight pounds per week. The exceptions, a seventeen 
and eighteen year old, both earned three shillings per week. 
Rates of pay do not seem to be consistent with length of employment, as one 
man who had been at Westfield for eleven months earned six pounds per week 
compared to another man, four years at Westfield, and on five pounds. Likely this is due 
to a difference in experience or department. The ages of all men working at the freezing 
works, including the six listed as dependents, ranged from 17 to 66. Out of the five 
women who worked in the freezing works, the best-paid was on three pounds and 
 
55 New Zealand Official Yearbook, 1946.  
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eleven shillings per week, and the worst-paid being on two pounds and six shillings per 
week. The other three women all received three pounds per week. While there were men 
who received the same amount as women, overall there is a general, expected trend that 
men were paid more than women in these factories. All the women but one were aged 
between nineteen and twenty-two, with the exception being thirty-five. Unfortunately 
the sample size is too small to see any differences between Westfield and Hellaby’s 
rates of pay, however the fact that most of the survey’s respondents work at Westfield 
could be an indication that Westfield was a preferable place to work.  
As explained in Chapter Two, respondents identified their iwi on the survey. 
The majority of these are from Northland, which insinuates that the workers that 
inhabited market garden land migrated from out of Auckland for work. While this does 
not look to be a result of manpowering, due to the fact they are dwelling on market 
garden land, it still represents urban migration. It is also an example of kin-based 
migration. It is notable that many of the freezing workers in the survey are of the same 
household, indicating a familial dimension within the industry, similar to that seen on 
market gardens. 
 
North and South: rural freezing works  
More evidence of migration within the freezing works industry is found in the 
employment patterns of rural works. Moerewa is notable for having a railway link with 
a port to the east, and was the only freezing works in Northland. This region, along with 
the North Island’s East Coast, were the areas in New Zealand most heavily populated by 
Māori at the beginning of World War Two. Therefore Moerewa was an important works 
despite its relatively small size and had potential to be a significant employer of Māori 
labour. In this section I also touch on the works at Mataura in Southland as along with 
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Moerewa, this works is rurally located and provides a contrast to the urban Auckland 
works. 
The freezing works at Moerewa, constructed in 1921 and run by AFFCO, drew 
workers from around the Northland region. It shows how Māori moved to where they 
could assist in the war effort. In 1942 Moerewa was listed as an essential firm.56 One 
can assume they drew upon labour from around Northland. One of the few sources that 
offers insight into Māori employees is a 1950 housing survey conducted by the DoMA 
on the small community of Māori living in Moerewa. Discussions were underway 
regarding construction of a new, purpose-built set of homes for them. Negotiations with 
the Moerewa Works on a suitable location for this undertaking made it likely Māori 
would be shifted to slightly further away from the Works, allowing expansion for the 
business. 
 Only four homes were included in the survey, at least in the records that 
survive. Of these, three out of four heads of their households were employed at the 
Moerewa Works. The fourth man was a fellmonger (someone who prepared animal 
skins for leather-making), a profession that possibly benefitted from close proximity to 
a freezing works. One of the freezing workers had been a chamberhand (someone who 
works in the cold storage rooms) for fourteen years at Moerewa. Another had been there 
for four years, and the third freezing worker for two years. Therefore we can see that 
these men started working at the Moerewa Works after World War Two, or in the case 
of the first man during the 1930s.  
A survey of Māori who were living on the outskirts of Kaitaia along Pukepoto 
Road was conducted in August 1941.57 The Department of Health claimed it was Crown 
Land, but the Māori residents contested this interpretation, stating it was Native Land 
 
56 “Northland Firms Listed as Essential,” Northern Advocate, 26 January 1942. 
57 Kaitaia Housing Survey 1941, R19528263, Archives New Zealand, Wellington.  
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and therefore they were entitled to live there. Seven families were surveyed. Two of 
these had been in residence for about one year, two for four years, one for six years and 
one for seven years. It was explicitly stated by the Māori residents that in order to find 
work in Kaitaia, they had migrated from Te Hapua in the Far North, Whangaroa to the 
east, and Ahipara to the west. It can be said that this is a form of migration that is not 
yet “urban”, but is driven by the same economic factors. As towns like Kaitaia ran out 
of work then it is logical people moved on to the cities. Only one out of the seven 
families had any stated links to Moerewa, however. One man who lived in two huts 
with his wife and seven children aged eleven and under, worked as a cattle drover 
taking cattle to the Moerewa Freezing Works. It is unknown where he was based for 
work, but it is notable this is a distance of roughly 93 kilometres or nineteen hours away 
by foot from his home on Pukepoto Road. This shows how Moerewa was a source of 
employment around Northland, and not just for men inside the works itself. The survey 
does not reveal how long he had been employed by Moerewa in this capacity, but he 
had lived near Kaitaia since 1935.  
Other works such as in the small town of Mataura in Southland brought Māori 
workers from around the country from as far away as Northland.58 The Mataura site was 
constructed in 1893. At this works, even in World War Two women were only ever 
employed in the bagroom where they stitched bags to hold carcasses. Mataura brought 
in workers from Christchurch and the North Island. This included Māori, many of 
whom initially came on a seasonal basis but eventually families began to relocate south 
permanently.59 Until the late 1930s, only one Māori family lived in the township at 
Mataura. In order to recruit Māori from the North Island, the Southland Meat Company 
who owned Mataura Freezing Works formed relationships with North Island Māori 
 
58 S.C Herring, “From lamb to raging bull: women in the Mataura Freezing Works, 1934-1982,” 
(BA Honours, University of Otago, 1993), 15.  
59 Herring, 14. 
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elders.60 This shows an opposing trend to urban migration, with Māori migrating to 
rural areas as a direct result of the war effort, however this is still relocation for 
employment.   
While the migration seen at Kaitaia and Mataura differs from, and could be said 
to counter, the trend of urban migration of Māori in World War Two, it is actually an 
example of the same factors at work that form the foundation for urban migration to 
cities like Auckland. The lack of economic opportunity that Māori living at the outskirts 
of Kaitaia faced is what drove them to seek employment in a larger town. It is not 
unthinkable that they perhaps later migrated further south to Auckland. The same can be 
said of Māori working in Mataura. Māori were brought in via manpower to this small 
town, initially for temporary periods but later permenantly. As with Kaitaia, it is not 
unlikely that Māori would later move from Mataura to larger cities like Invercargill or 
Dunedin. Māori urban migration was not always done via manpower, and was often 
done in increments rather than one large movement. 
 
Tensions between Patriotism and Worker Solidarity 
Analysis of labour in freezing works would be incomplete without mention of the strike 
actions that plagued the production, and by extension the war effort contribution. The 
main sources for this, newspaper articles, do not tend to mention Māori workers 
explicitly, but as we know Māori were working in freezing works we can assume they 
participated in these strikes and labour issues. I hope that in the future more records will 
come to light that help us to situate Māori labour in this story. Cybѐle Locke’s analysis 
 
60 Ibid., 15.  
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of Māori unionism notes that Māori workers, though frequently members of their 
industry’s unions since the 1890s, were still on the periphery of unionism.61  
 In January 1941 workers in Westfield and Southdown in Auckland, and Horotiu 
in Waikato, held stop work meetings. In this particular instance, 140 chamberhands 
(also called cool store workers) had been fired after refusing to work on Sundays. As a 
result work was held up at Westfield as union members, specifically slaughtermen, 
discussed this action. In conjunction with this a meeting was held at Southdown for the 
same reasons. Horotiu had a longer stoppage lasting 100 minutes as 375 employees 
appointed delegates to attend a meeting in Auckland the next day to review the 
dismissal of the chamberhands.62 The next day, Westfield held another meeting which 
meant no work was carried out until 3.30pm. As a result of this meeting it was voted 
that no direct action should be taken to support the chamberhands.63 Overall 1,300 
workers were involved in this stoppage. Southdown and Horotiu also halted work until 
the verdict at Westfield was known that day. Speaking about this strike, Minister Webb 
was quoted saying the chamberhands had been misled, and he hoped to see them rejoin 
the industry. Webb was “satisfied that the vitally important work of handling produce 
for Britain would continue without further interruption.”64 
 Mere months later, in April, another stoppage occurred in the meat preserving 
department at Westfield. Other departments joined and 1,400 employees held a meeting, 
ceasing work for the day. This stoppage was a response to the push for work to be sped 
up in the plant by management, a proposal that six men refused and were subsequently 
paid off. According to the workers the management of the works had ordered that the 
 
61 Locke, 18. Many Māori joined unions such as the New Zealand Worker’s Union.  
62 “Work Held Up”, Manawatu Standard, 8 January 1941.   




plant increase its output, citing war measures. Employees felt this would enforce harsh 
working conditions, specifically on the 200 women working in the cannery.65  
The largest scale strike came in early 1942. At the Hellaby’s Works, sixty 
women were employed in the cannery.66 Trouble began when Freezing Workers’ Union 
delegates were denied permission to speak with these women during a lunch break. Two 
unions were competing at the works: the Hellaby’s Works union, and the Auckland 
Freezing Workers’ Union.67 As a result, all 350 members of the union halted work for 
the rest of the day. This escalated within a few days as 1,400 employees at Hellaby’s 
Works stopped work after a vote was taken in favour of supporting the original 350.68 
Southdown’s 450 employees decided they would not work with any meat that was to be 
sent to the Hellaby’s cannery. As this strike went on, volunteer teams were assembled to 
deal with the 10,000 animals waiting to be processed. Even the office workers who 
were part of the Clerical Workers’ Union offered to provide their labour to slaughter 
pigs.69 The cannery, where the women came under the Hellaby’s Cannery Union, was 
still in operation under wartime contract and carried out its labour as usual.  
Consequently the government decided to deregister the Auckland Freezing 
Workers’ Union, cancelling out all awards applied to the wages of the workers. Mr 
Webb declared the striking men to be “irresponsible industrial wreckers”.70 Under war 
time principles the actions of these men were considered treason. Some 20 or 30 women 
and men respectively crossed the figurative picket line and returned to work. Paraire 
 
65 “Work Stops In Westfield Cannery,” Northern Advocate, 10 April 1941.   
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Paikea, the Northern Māori MP, implored the Māori men and women of the staff to 
return to their posts, some of whom did so.71  
By the 18th of March 1942, 600 employees from the Southdown and King’s 
Wharf works and 1,400 workers from the Westfield Freezing Company had joined the 
original 350 Hellaby’s employees in idleness. The scale of this strike caused significant 
trouble in the production of canned meat for New Zealand and British troops, with 
120,000 pounds of meat being lost per day according to an official at the Westfield 
Works.72 Eventually the Federation of Labour negotiated membership for the sixty 
women, but the strike continued when some of the striking men were not offered 
employment on their return. In total, 213 men were sentenced to hard labour but were 
released when Mt Eden prison did not have space for them.   
 A series of small-scale strikes and periods of stopped work characterise this 
industry, at least in the factories focused on in this thesis, during World War Two.  
These strikes brought the workers and unions into conflict with the manpower 
authorities and the Minister of Labour, Patrick Charles Webb. Every time these strikes 
occurred, the workers were framed as traitors to the war effort and unionism was 
demonised. This is ironic as members of the Labour Government, including Prime 
Minister Peter Fraser, had been members of the New Zealand Socialist Party and 
involved in union politics in decades prior. In December 1941 Webb stated it was 
“criminal” for workers and employers to obstruct production.73 Unions were threatened 
with deregistration if they supported workers in disrupting the war effort. The men were 
faced with exclusion from their industry for the rest of the war.74 Stoppages were a 
“betrayal” of unionism and an abuse of the power of a union. Webb stated that “the 
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workshops of the nation will become the determining factors as to whether democracy 
lives or perishes.”75  
 
Labour Shortages  
As the war went on, the freezing industry constantly faced labour shortages when the 
peak season came around in the summer months. In non-war time 4,500 people would 
have usually been employed in the freezing works industry nationwide during October, 
which would rise to 12,000 in January and back down to 4,500 by the next October.76 
This pattern held true in the war years but finding additional labour for the peak season 
was made more difficult due to the loss of men to the armed forces. During the year 
1942-1943 the freezing works industry employed two and a half times as many women 
than it did in 1938-1939, seeing an increase of 400 women.77 
 As of Februray 1944 there were 12,500 men and 500 women in the freezing 
works labour force. Of these, 1,761 were fit men retained from military service.78 
Comparing freezing works with other secondary industries at the same time reveals it to 
be the third highest employer of people, behind textiles and metalworks respectively. 
Freezing works, as of February 1944, were the second highest employer of men, behind 
the metalworks, and the sixth highest employer of women, out of twelve listed 
secondary industries.79  
In January 1942 freezing works were declared an essential industry after 
discussion between Mr Webb and the Auckland City Council.80 Notably, married 
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women who did not come under the jurisdiction of manpower regulations volunteered 
to work in factory industries. Women aged between 20 and 31 were asked to register for 
manpower direction. The Westfield Freezing Works asked for 350 women to staff its 
cannery.81 Māori women are not specifically mentioned in the account given in Stock in 
Trade, however it can be assumed some were a part of the workforce here. Photographs 
from the period show they were employed at the works. 
During the March 1942 strike men were brought in from the country to work at 
the AFFCO works of Southdown and King’s Wharf.82 These volunteers numbered 150. 
At Hellaby’s about 50 women volunteers contributed their labour. Many of these 
women were notable participants in patriotic committees and organisations in 
Auckland.83 Volunteers came from North Auckland and Waikato and as far as Taranaki, 
and the Hawke’s Bay.84  
In preparing for the 1943 summer season it was clear the Manpower Department 
were going to be hard-pressed to find enough male labour to staff the Westfield Works. 
It was estimated 1,000 extra labourers were needed.85 Seasonal labour was difficult to 
obtain due to the armed forces swallowing up more and more able-bodied men each 
year. A compromise was reached between the Manpower Department and the Army as 
the War Cabinet decided 400 men were to be released for seasonal work until April 
1943.86 All of the main Auckland works – Westfield, AFFCO, and Hellaby’s – placed 
applications for the release of these men. There were also shortages of female labour for 
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the cannery at Westfield. The problem was so severe a section of the cannery was not 
able to operate due to lack of staff.87  
 Once again, at the end of 1943, the industry needed an increased number of men 
for the peak season. The Director of National Service estimated a minimum of 3,000 
men would need to be made available for meat freezing works and other types of 
freezing works.88 The official recommendation from the Director was for men to be 
directed into freezing works instead of produce harvesting positions. Additionally men 
who were deemed “Category A” but not yet part of the Army were to be used as 
freezing workers, otherwise the industries’ needs would not be met. Tribal Committees 
worked to make Māori labour available for this industry. In November 1943 
approximately sixty to eighty Māori men had volunteered to work in the Wellington 
area freezing works over the summer.89 
 Labour shortages continued into the final year of the war. In December 1944 
Westfield required 250 men and Southdown 100 men. In response to this issue, Māori 
were brought down from the Whangarei manpower district to aid the Auckland freezing 
works.90 This is an example of Māori labour being used as a flexible resource, and was 
necessary to maintain wartime production. Freezing works were the only priority, 
according to the Auckland manpower office.91 By the end of the war it was also 
possible for men to be brought back from overseas and directed into industry. In June 
1944, 1500 men were returned from the Pacific and available for the freezing industry 
by October that year.92 According to the 1945 official census, 287 Māori men and 21 
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Māori women worked as general freezing workers. Māori slaughtermen numbered 144, 
Māori butchers totalled 35, Māori boners/slicers 12, and Māori chamberhands 27, with 
three Māori men occupying foremen or overseer positions, as did one Māori woman. 
Including these specialised positions brings the total of Māori workers in freezing works 
as of 1945 to a figure of 530.93 This is a roughly 400 person increase from 1936. In 
comparison, non-Māori freezing workers numbered 8,105 men and 714 women in 1945.  
 
Freezing Works in the post-war period 
By the end of 1945 discussions were underway to end the manpower controls placed on 
the freezing industry. These talks were led by the Manpower Utilisation Council for the 
Freezing Industry, whose members were from the National Service Department, 
Industrial Manpower Division, as well as representatives of employers and employees 
respectively. It had no Māori representation. The government was aiming to remove 
controls by the end of March 1946.94 However some District Manpower Officers were 
skeptical this would be feasible for the freezing industry in their area to make do 
without manpowered labour. Consequentially, the goverment took no chances with this 
important industry and left in place the means to direct voluntary labour into the 
freezing industry. Volunteer numbers were satisfactory. Auckland looked set to make it 
until Christmas without the need for manpowered labour. Southdown was 223 men 
short, and Westfield 350 men. Hellaby’s felt their requirements were met until the New 
Year.  
Issues with labour in freezing works did not immediately resolve themselves 
post-war. In 1947 the Native Department was still having to work with the Department 
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of Labour to direct Māori into employment in this industry during the peak season in 
January and February. Planning for this occurred a couple of months beforehand, in 
November, with the Māori Welfare Officer in Christchurch requesting 100 extra men to 
be brought in from the North Island.95 A lack of accommodation made bringing in 
workers from outside of the area difficult. 
The small community of Moerewa in the Far North suffered from deteriorating 
social and economic conditions after the war, and the AFFCO run freezing works 
situated in the town was the main employer of Māori living there. Correspondence 
between the Department of Labour and the Whangarei district Tribal Committee reveals 
the official advice to unemployed Māori in Moerewa was to accept employment at the 
works during the summer, as there were no immediate plans to introduce any other 
industry into the area.96 This would guarantee the men at least two well paid months of 
work plus overtime, and suitable accommodation, according to the Department of 
Labour.97 Freezing works continued to need Māori labour during their peak seasons and 
Māori in isolated rural areas had to turn to freezing works for waged work in the post-
war era.  
More than a decade later, seasonal work was still promoted to Māori as a form 
of employment. Te Ao Hou, the DoMA magazine published monthly from 1952-1976 
contributed to this. In 1959 a section titled “The Outlook for the Average Worker” 
mentioned freezing works alongside wool stores, tanneries, and chemical plants as 
places where semi-skilled and unskilled workers could find employment in Auckland 
from November to mid-March.98 Competition for these positions was fierce, with 40 
applicants applying to a labouring job before nine o’clock in the morning according to a 
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Māori welfare officer from the Department. This indicates the boom of Māori urban 
migration and the impact it had on employment.  
Māori would continue to be heavily involved in the meat freezing industry in the 
post-war years. As of the 1951 census, Māori in freezing works numbered 1,697 men 
and 137 women, out of a total freezing worker force of 13,509 men and 674 women.99  
By 1962 Māori workers made up 6.4 per cent of Otago freezing workers, and 12.4 per 
cent of Southland freezing workers.100 According to Locke, Māori freezing workers 




For an industry of essential status, freezing works have been overlooked in the story of 
New Zealand’s home front war effort. It is evident that a significant portion of 
manpowered labour went into the freezing works. By the end of the war, the number of 
Māori in industrial employment had risen from 2,118 in 1936 to 4,852 in 1945, a 
category which includes the meat freezing industry.102 While never reaching the same 
figures as non-Māori employees, the Māori freezing works labour force was important 
in alleviating the strain on the industry during the war years, mostly through being 
manpowered via Tribal Committees into various works. Extra labour was generally 
required during the summer months, such as in 1944 when Māori men were brought 
down from Whangarei to work at some of the Auckland works.103 
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Māori urban migration can be linked with the freezing industry, with the major 
freezing works being located in industrial Auckland. Māori from around the North 
Island were manpowered into the city to work at these businesses. It is possible this 
migration was temporary for most but it is also certain that some Māori remained in the 
city. A housing survey in Panmure reveals the overlap between market gardens and 
freezing works, and speaks to the importance of kin-based urban migration in this 
industry. More research could be done on the role of young, single Māori men and their 
role in chain gangs, and on Māori involvement in unionism in freezing works in the 
1940s, something touched on by Cybѐle Locke as a prelude to the post-war period. 
Migration is also seen in the opposite direction, with Māori who moved south to 
Matuara in Southland, or those who wanted to move from Panmure to Moerewa. Rather 
than complicating the story of urban migration, this shows that migration occurred in 















“Capable of running our own affairs”: Māori and Public Service 
during World War Two 
 
It was not only in so-called “unskilled” labouring or industrial jobs that Māori found a 
footing during World War Two. During this period Māori involvement in the public 
service sector increased. White-collar, urban-based jobs were occupied by Pākehā 
during the inter-war years, but the war effort and establishment of the Māori War Effort 
Organisation (MWEO) provided a space for Māori to enter public service work. It also, 
as the quote in the chapter title suggests, acted as an arena for Māori to manage their 
own issues within their communities.104 These jobs were mostly located in the main 
centres, cities, or towns, and therefore they are part of the overarching trend of 
increasing Māori urban migration. Examining the public service simultaneously shows 
how Māori were involved in the war effort, and some of the mechanics of Māori urban 
migration during the war years.  
By “public service” I refer to a service rendered in the public interest, most 
commonly in government employment. Between 1936 and 1945, the number of Māori 
in public administration, clerical, and professional occupations increased from 595 to 
1,558, an increase of 162 per cent.105 This figure takes into account professions such as 
clergymen, nurses, teachers, and students, and are not representive of the definition I am 
working with. I am using this term to refer to clerks, typists, and secretaries working for 
town councils, and also for the government. Using this definition, the 1936 census 
shows that 99 Māori were employed as clerks or professional officers, both in the 
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government and outside it. Out of this number, only six Māori women are recorded as 
having been clerks, outside of government.106 In contrast, 9,696 non-Māori men and 
women were employed either in general or local government in 1936.107  
To keep my research focused, this chapter is centered on the work of the 
MWEO, which was a government-sanctioned body that became central to the Māori 
experience of World War Two, and which left a legacy of Māori in the public service in 
the post-war years in the form of welfare officers, vocational guidance officers, typists, 
and administrators. I will also bring in work that was done primarily by women in 
smaller office environments for town councils as clerks, typists, and secretaries. 
Together, these spaces build a picture of what Māori did in this traditionally Pākehā-
dominated sector during World War Two.  
 Rather than going where others have gone before, and examining the legislative 
and political impact of the MWEO for Māori, in this chapter I will be focusing on the 
groundwork carried out by Māori Liasion Officers, Welfare Officers, and Tribal 
Committees during the war. The scale of work completed by these people was vital to 
the success of the Māori war effort as a whole, and is also intrinsically linked to urban 
migration. While the war effort was important, it is the welfare work that makes the 
MWEO stand out. Urban migration brought with it overcrowding, disease, and 
unemployment, and the most effective combatant of this was the MWEO. While the 
political implications and inroads are valuable to understand, with this chapter I argue 
that the groundwork, which was arduous, is the most important part of the MWEO’s 
legacy, for the Māori war effort and for urban migration.  
The historiography of the MWEO has been focused around the events and work 
that led to its formation, and the factors that led to its demise. This is done from a top-
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down perspective, focusing on the few notable indivduals involved in the organisation 
at the very top. In The New Zealand People At War: The Home Front, Nancy M. Taylor 
briefly mentioned the MWEO at the tail end of her two volume entry into the official 
New Zealand history of World War Two series, in a section headed “Into 1945”.108 It is 
interesting that the MWEO is left so late to be examined, as Taylor immediately noted 
the MWEO was actually established in 1942. This treatment, leaving Māori out of the 
story until a token mention at the end, is all too familiar in New Zealand history. Taylor 
connects the MWEO to urban migration, stating that while prior migration in the 
interwar years had not been directed or planned, the MWEO and the war effort gave 
greater intent to this movement.109 
Claudia Orange and Richard S. Hill have written in more detail about the 
MWEO. Claudia Orange’s 1977 MA thesis discussed the processes behind the 
formation of the MWEO and legislative impact.110 Her 1987 article goes into further 
detail on the rise and fall of the MWEO and its fraught relationship with the Native 
Department, and how the MWEO was swallowed up by the Department of Māori 
Affairs (DoMA).111 She looks at the politicians involved in the MWEO such as Paikea, 
Tirikatene, and Fraser, and the relationship between the Labour Party and Māori. In 
2004 Richard S. Hill published his book dedicated to the study of Crown-Māori 
relations in the first half of the twentieth century.112  World War Two forms a key 
aspect of this relationship. Hill argued rangatiratanga, which he defined as Māori 
aspirations to make decisions regarding their own affairs, was made possible, albeit 
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temporarily, during the war through the work of the MWEO. Unlike the Native 
Department, the MWEO utilised pre-existing Māori organisational structures to achieve 
its goals. As such it was seen to be a threat to the Native Department and the way the 
Crown wanted Māori to engage with each other and their future. Both Hill and Orange 
acknowledge the MWEO gave Māori unprecedented responsibility in the running of 
their own affairs, compared to anything that had ocurred under the Crown.  
Orange and Hill have both focused on the role of the state in the creation, 
operation, and dissolution of the MWEO. Both historians name the MWEO as a vehicle 
for Māori autonomy, albeit in a colonialist framework. Examining the MWEO from a 
political and legislative standpoint is the main way in which Māori in public service 
roles have been analysed during World War Two. Neither Hill nor Orange take a close 
look at the people who made the MWEO a vehicle for Māori autonomy in a state which 
ultimately wanted Māori assimilation. To date, historians have examined the 
establishment and decline of the organisation, its interactions within the world of 
government, and the people who led it. I will focus on the people who were working as 
the Welfare Officers for the MWEO, and the Tribal Committees who volunteered and 
co-operated with the MWEO in what I believe also qualifies as public service. The 
Welfare Officers included women who were employed to assist Māori women in cities 
who were struggling to find and maintain employment that was of a desirable nature, 
and struggling to find satisfactory housing. This aspect of the MWEO came later, as the 
MWEO became more intertwined and involved with the Māori communities it was 
helping to organise.  
A large amount of archival material is available for the MWEO, especially in the 
form of correspondence about its formation and operations in government archives. On 
the other hand, it is difficult to find information on Māori people working in public 
service outside of the government, including the Tribal Committees that operated under 
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the MWEO. I have made use of published oral histories or published autobiographies 
for those stories and cite names. For names found in the archival material I have 
preserved privacy by removing the names of people who did not occupy high positions 
in the MWEO.  
 
The Māori War Effort Organisation 
Establishing an organisation that would be able to effectively direct and mobilise Māori 
during World War Two was in the planning stage for a while before the MWEO was 
formed in 1942, but it arose from the grassroots committees that had formed without 
encouragement from the state.113 From the outset, Tribal Committees and Recruiting 
Officers were key aspects of how the MWEO operated. The proposed structure divided 
the Māori War Effort into four branches based on the Northern, Western, Eastern, and 
Southern Māori electorates. Tribal Committees formed across these areas and 
Recruiting Officers were the intermediaries between Committees and the MWEO. 
Above the Chief Recruiting Officer in the hierarchy sat the Committee of Māori 
members of both Houses of Parliament, and equal to them was the Army 
Administration and Chief Liaison Officer who answered to the War Cabinet. The 
MWEO began as a way to efficiently mobilise and direct Māori volunteers into the 
armed services, but its legacy is the work it did in welfare and labour direction. 
The goal of the MWEO, as stated by a Liaison Officer in a memorandum to 
Paraire Paikea, Minister in Charge of the Māori War Effort, was to “organise and 
increase the Māori War Effort (...) to get the Māori people as a whole to more fully 
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appreciate the urgency of the need to prepare to the fullest possible extent (...).”114 The 
MWEO was the apparatus through which Māori contribution was able to be directed 
and organised.  
The National Service Department and Department of Labour worked closely 
with Paikea and the MWEO to handle the direction of Māori manpower. Instructions 
sent to District Manpower Officers and the Tribal Committees in October 1942 detailed 
expectations of them under the Industrial Manpower Emergency Regulations and how 
their operations would be supplemented by the work of the MWEO. These instructions 
stated any placement of Māori into essential industry or armed forces had to go through 
Tribal Committees, before any decisions were made.115 
Statistics given in January 1943 state the MWEO had placed 3,317 Māori men 
in essential industries since 24 October 1942, a period of about three months. Before the 
MWEO was established, the total number of Māori men in essential industry numbered 
7,508, which had accrued over a period of about three years since the war began.116 
Therefore we can see after the MWEO’s involvement, the rate of men placed in 
essential industry had rapidly increaed. In three months the MWEO had managed to 
meet nearly half the output from the last three years. The scope of the MWEO quickly 
widened to focus on directing men and women into essential industries and not just into 
military enlistment. It was also noted that MWEO officers were to get involved in the 
“problems of Social [sic] disorder” among Māori who had moved to cities.117 As of 9 
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March 1943, 11,550 Māori were engaged in essential industries. By 22 March 1945, this 
had increased to 13,000 Māori manpowered into essential industries.118 
 Tribal Committee members and Executives were in volunteer positions, but the 
MWEO also employed many Māori in waged positions. Recruiting Officers were Māori 
who held a position of at least a Major in the Army and were tasked with following 
orders given by the Chief Administration Officer, to help the Tribal Committees and to 
liaise between the Army and Māori on the topics of directing manpower into military 
service and essential industries.119 Officers were taken from those ranked from Private 
to Major in the Army, Air Force, and Home Guard. Tribal Committees consisted of 
Parliamentary Representatives from electorates as well as tribal leaders. These 
Committees worked with the Recruiting Officer from their electorate and helped with 
directing manpower. The recruiting zones at the time of establishment numbered eight 
in the Northern Electorate, five in the Western, six in the Eastern, and one in the South 
Island.  
Towards the end of 1943 Lt. Col. Hemphill, Chief Liaison Officer of the 
MWEO, requested the appointment of a male Māori Contact Officer in Whangarei 
because another officer was required in order to effectively operate in the large Māori 
population in and around Whangarei. Hemphill recommended Lieut. H.R. Hadfield of 
Kaitaia for the position. At the time, Hadfield was employed in the Māori Home Guard 
Training School at Whangarei. Rotorua and Gisborne had men in similar positions and 
had apparently been able to improve the control of absenteeism in those regions.120 In 
Tauranga, a request for a Māori Contact Officer was not successful. The Controller of 
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Manpower deemed the position was unnecessary because the Liaison Officer of the 
Rotorua-Poverty Bay region was doing a satisfactory job.121  
A Contact Officer carried out similar tasks to the already exisiting Māori 
Recruiting Officers in the district. Hadfield was ordered to conduct investigations and 
make reports to the Tribal Committees. It was recommended by the Whangarei District 
Manpower Officer that Hadfield should not begin his work until a car could be acquired 
for him. The District Manpower Officer stated he had been trying to procure a car for 
such work for nearly a year. A car, he claimed, would also assist the Woman Liaison 
Officer in Whangarei.122 Accommodation in terms of an office was also an issue. 
According to the District Manpower Officer there was none to be found of suitable 
quality, and the offices they were using were already at maximum capacity, in addition 
to having poor ventilation. These instances shed light on the difficulties faced by 
MWEO workers on the ground.  
 A large portion of the MWEO’s work was done by Tribal Committees. The 
initial aims of the MWEO are seen in the instructions given to Tribal Committees for 
their first tasks in October 1942. Tribal Committees were instructed to compile lists of 
everyone eligible in their zones, who they felt should be directed into essential industry, 
and to include recommendations if they had any. Emergency Regulations in place at the 
time dictated that all men between 45 and 65, all men with experience in construction or 
engineering, and all single women between 20 and 30 who were without children, were 
to register with their local Tribal Committee for placement.123 According to Recruiting 
Officer Lieutenant W.P. Clark, the main objective of the Tribal Committees was to 
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enable co-operation between Māori, the MWEO, and the National Service Department, 
while showing that Māori are capable of being in control of their own affairs.124 
The Ngāti Kahu Tribal District, which during World War Two encompassed an 
area that was in the MWEO’s Zone 1 (covering Mangonui and Whangaroa) consisted of 
fourteen Tribal Committees.125 These committees were composed of between five and 
eleven members, the minimum and maximum allowed.126 Two members were 
appointed to the Tribal Executive Committee of the district. In nine out of the fourteen 
committees these members were both the chairman and secretary, but in the remaining 
five committees the executive representatives included at least one standard member. 
The Executive Committee for the Ngati Kahu district consisted of twenty-eight 
members. Members of the Executive Committees were recommended by their Tribal 
Committees and ultimately appointed by the Minister for Māori Affairs. Similarily, the 
Whangaroa District Tribal Committees numbered eight and ranged from five to eleven 
members.127 
Executive Committee meetings were a way Tribal Committees could come 
together and discuss what had been happening in their area. As well as the chairman, 
secretary, and members of the Executive, Welfare Officers could also be present. In a 
meeting held 21 January 1945 of the Southern Ngātiporou Executive Committee, of the 
East Coast, 58 members of the Aaitanga-a-mahaki Tribe were in attendence.128 
Additionally, Sir Apirana Ngata and Mrs Maora Tamihana, the Woman Welfare Officer 
for Gisborne, attended. Matters of manpower were debated. The National Service 
Department had called for 50 Māori girls to be mobilised and sent to the Patumahoe 
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State Vegetable Garden, and 50 Māori men to the Westfield Freezing Works. At the 
meeting conditions, type of work, and wages for both places were considered. Questions 
were asked over the lack of interest from the Māori girls in the area and commitee 
members were instucted to bring this matter up at their Tribal Committee meetings. 
Ngata spoke on the point that Māori were not required to answer any calls for 
manpower, and that it was meant to be voluntary. He declared “The girls [sic] first duty 
is to her home.” This snapshot of an Executive meeting illustrates what issues were 
reviewed and the work that was being done by the members to oversee the war effort in 
their areas.  
When the MWEO was established in 1942, there were 304 Tribal Committees 
spread across twenty zones (see the map on the following page for the layout of the 
twenty zones).129 Members of these groups were working on a voluntary basis. Taking 
the Whangarei Tribal Committee as an example, meetings were well attended by no less 
than four members across three years, with only five out of the forty meetings held from 
1943-1945 having less than seven attendees which speaks to the dedication of the 
people involved.130 The Recruiting Officer, and the Woman Welfare Officer of the zone 
also attended meetings. In November 1943, the secretary of the Committee resigned to 
fully focus on her role as the Woman Welfare Officer of the Auckland region.131 This 
shows the potential for promotion within the MWEO, from the ranks of Tribal 
Committee members to paid positions. 
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Map 2: Māori War Effort Organisation Zones, 1942 
 
Source: General-Maoris, R18788371, Archives New Zealand, Wellington. 




The Whangarei Tribal Committee was most often presented with cases of 
absenteeism from directed employment or requests to terminate employment.132 It 
frequently spent entire meetings passing motions on individual cases of absenteeism 
from businesses, particularly Wilson Portland Cement Company in Warkworth which 
was part of an essential war industry. Fines were assigned in terms of a day’s pay, 
scaling it to the specific job rather than a set amount. Women often asked to terminate 
employment at local hospitals. The Commitee also dealt with cases regarding enlistment 
and transfers within the Māori Battalion and military camps. Instances such as women 
asking for their husbands or sons to return home for a time to work on the farm, that 
they themselves could not manage were generally granted.133  
Other matters were felt to be better dealt with by the Recruiting Officer or the 
Woman Welfare Officer. Instances when the Committee deferred to the Woman 
Welfare Officer included a few cases of Māori girls engaging in ‘disorderly’ behaviour 
with servicemen.134 The action resulting from this was to effectively ground the girl and 
place her under a modicum of guidance. Breaking this would result in a second, harsher 
punishment. On occasion the Committee would hear disputes between an employer and 
employee. In one case, an employee was alleged to have injured a co-worker and used 
obscene language in addition to being a poor worker. The man defended himself by 
saying he did not injure anyone and that others also used obscene language. In this case 
the Committee ruled they did not have ennough evidence to make a decision and 
handed the case to the Recruiting Officer.135 It is interesting to note that statements from 
the employee had to be translated from Māori into English for some members of the 
Committee.  
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On at least two occasions the Recruiting Officer for Auckland, Lieutenant W.P. 
Clark visited the Whangarei Committee and spoke to them. In June 1944, he spoke at a 
special meeting of the Committee on what seems to have been a tour of various MWEO 
zones imploring the Committees to let it be known to the government they were 
interested in continuing their work under the MWEO.136 This came at point where it 
was being decided whether to continue the MWEO for another year.  
Since the Tribal Committee operated on a voluntary basis, it was necessary to 
raise money for their work via subscriptions paid by its members. The base rate appears 
to have been two shillings and six pence per month, although payments of five shillings 
were also frequently made, possibly from people who preferred to pay bi-monthly. At 
one point the committee discussed an idea to request financial assistance from 
Whangarei Māori, but this was ultimately disregarded.137 Funds were also raised 
through hosting dances and socials in the Whangarei Town Hall, organised with the aid 
of another Tribal Commitee, and in one case raised a sum of twenty-four pounds, 
sixteen shillings and eight pence.138 These funds were held by the Committee to finance 
the planned Whangarei Hostel, a project which they were supporting.   
The Whangarei Tribal Committee Minute Book reveals the attitudes of its 
members towards the Māori War Effort. One member, who would later become 
Chairman, is recorded as telling a visiting Māori Lieutenant from the nearby army camp 
“Never forget you are a Māori, keep all Māoris around you especially those in your 
charge.”139 This belies the passion behind the work of the Committee, and the 
seriousness with which their work and this opportunity to govern themselves was taken, 
and their dedication to bettering things for all Māori. The Chairman concluded the same 
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meeting with a pledge to the Lieutenant “I assure you my Committee will assist all 
Māori soliders + civilians for that is the policy of my Committee.”140 It was also made 
clear that members who either did not show up to meetings or send notice of their 
absence were to hand in their resignations for not “interesting themselves in the welfare 
of their people.”141 Members were adamant that workers should contact them rather 
than try and solve issues of unfair treatment themselves.142 In this way, the Committee 
was not dissimilar to a union.  
 It appears that the Committee was wary of the negative effects of urban 
migration on members of the Whangarei zone. In the case of some girls requesting 
termination of their employment, the Committee agreed to do so, but this was amended 
with a statement from a member stating these girls were to return to their parents, and 
on no account travel to Auckland for work because of the number of Māori girls in 
cities afflicted with “sickness”, likely meaning venereal disease. 143 Another notable 
instance of urban migration is when two Māori girls moved to Wellington to work in an 
ammunitions factory.144  
After 1945, the DoMA vetted the members of the Tribal Executive Committees. 
A report was compiled by the police and comments made in these assessments show 
how the Department vetted the character of people Māori communities elected. It is 
noted whether or not the elected have criminal charges against them, or if they had 
undesirable vices such as drinking. Some of these could be unfavourable, such as where 
it was stated the chairman of the Whangaroa Tribal Executive may not be respected by 
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his committee members or constituents, and the same for his secretary.145 It was also 
commented this secretary was involved in a dispute with another community committee 
he presided on for theft of funds. In other cases the police report even finds extra-
martial affairs to be worth mentioning as well as instances of liquor dealing. Although 
the police report deemed him unsuitable to be on the Tribal Executive, the DoMA 
ultimately conceded to Māori voter’s rights to elect the Committees. In comparison, 
another Tribal Executive member was noted to be sober, to have not been called to the 
Courts for criminal behaviour, to have been active in Māori affairs, and to be “a good 
type,”  as was another man who the report calls “(...) one of the better type Maoris.” It 
should be understood that despite some misgivings held by the DoMA regarding some 
of the elected, they still upheld the fact the Māori Tribal Committees had elected them 
to these positions.  
Nonetheless, these narratives reveal the scrutiny Māori people were under even 
as they were elected to positions, and the processes the DoMA and MWEO took to 
ensure the best people were in positons of influence in this chance at seizing agency that 
would continue after the war. These changes would start in 1945 with the Māori Social 
and Economic Advancement Act from that year, and the absorption of the MWEO into 
the newly named DoMA. As of July 1947 twenty-two zones made up the structure of 
the DoMA’s operations. Each zone had a male Welfare Officer, and what the DoMA 
called a ‘female assistant’ who covered one or multiple zones.146 This was mandated by 
the Māori Social and Economic Advancement Act of 1945. 
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 Table 6: Estimation of number of Tribal Committee members, January 1943. 
Source: Maori War Effort Organisation, 1 January 1943, General-Maoris, R18788371, Archives 
New Zealand, Wellington. 
 
*Note- based off the range of 5 minimum to 11 maximum members allowed in a Tribal 
Committee, I have used an average of 8 members to calculate the possible number of people 
involved per zone and nationwide.   
 
Possible minimum, average, and maximum totals of Tribal Committee members 
Totals  
Minimum [X x 5=] 1,520 
Average [X x 8=] 2,432 




Tribal Committees Possible average 
number of people 
involved in Tribal 
Committees [X x 8 
=] * 
Far North 3 27 216 
Hokianga-
Dargaville 
5 20  160 
Bay of Islands 1 13 104 
Kaikohe 1 15 120 
Mangakahia 1 4 32 
Whangarei 1 6 48 
Kaiapara 2 10 80 
Auckland 1 9 72 
Tauranga-Hauraki-
Waikato 
3 46 368 
King Country 3 25 200 
Taranaki 2 9 72 
Wanganui 1 9 72 
Manawatu 1 11 88 
Wellington 1 5 40 
Rotorua-Bay of 
Plenty-Taupo 
1 25 200 
Gisborne 2 14 112 
Wairoa 1 12  96 
Hawke’s Bay 1 9 72 
Southern Hawke’s 
Bay 
1 6 48 
Wairarapa 1 11 88 
South Island 6 18 144 
Total 39 304 2,432 
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Table 6 shows an estimated range of how many people may have been involved 
in Tribal Committees nationwide, as of 1942. A fairly conservative estimate of 2,432 
people is impressive, however I believe it is likely to have been closer to 3,000. While it 
is stated that there was a maximum membership of eleven in Tribal Committees, the 
Whangarei Tribal Committee Minute Book shows that there were frequently meetings 
that had twelve or thirteen attendees, particularly in 1943.147 Therefore the total number 
may have been higher if this is applied to all 304 Tribal Committees. In either case, 
there were high rates of involvement in the Tribal Committees, almost on par with the 
level of the Māori Battalion.  
The scope of voluntary labour in the MWEO is notable, and its role in the Māori 
home front is difficult to quantify. In contrast, the official census states there were 141 
Māori in total (men and women) engaged in public service work as of 1945.148 This 
figure does not include the work done by voluntary Tribal Committee members, and 
under-represents Māori in this area of employment. Through these Tribal Committees, 
many Māori were brought into contact with the state and the war effort on a scale not 
seen in World War One.  
 
Women Liaison Officers  
While the Recruiting Officers and Tribal Committee members were mainly men, 
women were also included in the MWEO’s structure, and thus contributed to the war 
effort in a public service role. Māori women were appointed as Liaison Officers, 
beginning in 1943. The first mention of this is in correspondence dated 13 July 1943, 
between the National Service Department and Māori War Effort Minister, where the 
 
147 Whangarei Tribal Committee, MSY-6078. 
148 Population Census of New Zealand, 1945.  
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Minister submitted nominees for the Auckland, Wellington, and Christchurch Women 
Liaison Officers.149 These nominees were considered by the Tribal Executives relevant 
to those regions. Preferences were then passed on the Public Services Commissioner by 
the National Service Department.  
 The position of Women Liaison Officers and Welfare Officers arose out of a 
need to attend to the issue of Māori girls and their employment, living situations, and 
safety in urban centres. It was agreed by the Prime Minister, Minister in Charge of the 
MWEO, and the Minister of Industrial Manpower that Māori Women Liaison Officer’s 
be appointed in Auckland, Wellington, Christchurch, Whangarei, Rotorua, and 
Gisborne.150 Liaison Officers were to interview Māori girls who were eligible for 
placement in essential work, and to liaise between the District Manpower Officer and 
Tribal Committee. Welfare Officers were to undertake investigations into the living 
conditions of Māori girls who migrated to these cities for work. The general welfare of 
these girls was to be seen to and the general response to girls found in bad situations 
was to arrange for them to be returned home.   
The Native Department paid these women a salary and covered expenses 
accrued in the course of their work. The salary for a Liaison Officer was £205 per 
annum (or £3.94 per week) plus a cost of living bonus.151 Travel fares were paid for, 
with an allowance of fifteen shillings per day,  as were other incidental expenses which 
included the costs of returning girls to their homes. If provision of an escort was 
deemed essential, that was also paid for. If travel was not immediately possible, food 
and lodging for girls pending their return home was covered, as well as better 
accommodation for the meantime.152 These expenses were kept track of by the National 
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Service Department. Archival evidence of this is seen in a memorandum to the National 
Service Department stating the Women Welfare Officer in Gisborne was owed 
recompense for fares accrued when she travelled to meet the Wairoa Tribal Executive 
Committee in November 1945. The Officer had to return home by train and taxi, and 
claimed a refund from the Department which was granted.153  
 The National Service Department and the Controller of Manpower for the 
country oversaw the appointment of these Liaison Officers. In the correspondence on 
this topic, personal details of the women positively considered for these roles are 
discussed. For Auckland the nominee was a 38 year old woman from Newton, 
Auckland. She had worked in her local Tribal Committee voluntarily since January 
1942. The Wellington nominee was from Palmerston North and had to rescind her 
application as her husband was probably going to be released from the Army soon, and 
it would be inconvenient for her to be away from home. In her place another woman 
was nominated who was, at the time of nomination, serving with the military forces.  
Some debate surrounded the appointment of the Gisborne Liaison Officer. In 
response to her nomination, a letter of protest was received by the Controller of 
Manpower from members of a Gisborne Tribal Committee and the Rau Aroha Club 
who altogether numbered thirteen. According to them, the nominee did not meet the 
requirements of a Liaison Officer. They made defamatory accusations regarding her 
character and her dedication to Māori issues.154 This group had another candidate they 
preferred for this position, however the National Service Department were not swayed 
from their decision to appoint the first woman despite this controversy with the local 
 
153 District Manpower Officer to Controller of Manpower, 17 November 1945, General- Maoris, 
R18788372, Archives New Zealand Wellington. 
154 Letter from W. Edwards & co, 12 August 1943, R18788371. 
133 
 
Tribal Committee. 155 Here we see that tensions sometimes existed between the MWEO 
and Tribal Committees over personnel.  
 In Christchurch the Liaison Officer was from Dunedin and was a “Half-caste” 
Māori woman “of very good address, and she is well-spoken and has an excellent 
personality.”156 She was the subject of controversy when Ka Newton, Secretary of the 
Auckland-based United Māori Women’s Welfare Society, sent a letter to the National 
Service Department claiming the Officer “walked into my house looking for a girl 
named Mahu.” Newton declared “I want the sanctity and privacy of my home respected 
by your workers. I do the same class of work for no pay. Other homes have been 
similarily visited.”157 A report into the matter was commissioned and found the Officer 
was acting in the proper manner under her Investigating Officer’s authority. Newton’s 
letter demonstrates that new welfare work led by the MWEO could have a tense 
relationship with those doing similar work for different organisations. Newton was 
well-known and respected for her interest in Māori women’s welfare. Newton’s 
irritation no doubt arose out of the officious and interventionist manner of the welfare 
officer and difference in approach involving another organisation already doing local 
welfare work in the Māori community.158  
Tensions over appointments were not uncommon. Proper consultation was 
required in order to ensure good working relationships could be maintained between the 
MWEO and committees. In March 1944, talks began regarding appointing a Māori 
Contact Officer and a Māori Women Liaison Officer in Hamilton. The recommended 
names were a man and his daughter who was cousin to the Māori King Koroki and who 
worked with Te Puea in Waikato.159 These nominations were supported by the 
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158 Native Minister to Minister of National Service, 27 October 1943, R18788371. 
159 Controller of Manpower to District Manpower Officer, 1 March 1944, R18788371. 
134 
 
Turangawaewae Executive Committee. Similarily, talks began for a Māori Lady 
Welfare Officer for the Hawke’s Bay region due to the large number of Māori girls 
employed in market gardens and orchards there with many coming from outside the 
district. The most prominent candidates for this position were a woman from Bridge Pa 
and another from Hastings.160 Consultation was critical to successful welfare work. 
 






Source: New Zealand Official Yearbook, 1946. 
 
Welfare Work in Wellington 
The MWEO took on an unexpected role, aside from its efforts at manpower direction, 
when it began to assist with social welfare in urban areas. In November 1942, a report 
from the Ngāti Poneke Tribal Committee expressed concern over “Grave social 
problems, resulting directly or indirectly from War conditions (...)” that had come to 
their attention in the Wellington urban area.161 Here we begin to see the volunteer work 
that was being done within Māori communities for the MWEO, mostly by women. 
 
160 District Manpower Officer to Controller of Manpower, 16 March 1944, R18788371. 
161 Ngati Poneke to Paikea, 16 November 1942, Māori War Efforts, R25540321, Archives New 
Zealand, Wellington. 
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Christchurch and Dunedin 150,047 and 83,351 
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Welfare Officers were different to Liaison Officers, who were focused on employment 
matters.  
Mairatea Pitt, who along with the Ngāti Poneke chairman H. B. Katene had 
contacted Māori in Wellington who were not a part of either Ngāti Poneke or the 
Maramatanga Māori Club, had a working relationship with the MWEO. The aim was to 
identify Māori who were in situations perceived as unhealthy and to bring them into 
these communities where their welfare could be monitored. Pitt had contacted 250 
Māori women in Wellington working in a range of industries, including factories and 
restaurants, those living in insititutions and on the streets. Examining Pitt’s work shows 
us the scenarios young women were facing and how Pitt and other Welfare Officers 
handled them.  
Pitt had come to Wellington from Palmerston North to volunteer for Ngāti 
Poneke. Her role was divided into three parts: aiding the Recruiting Officer Lt. H. 
Tahiwi in accessing the outer boundaries of his zone as she had a car, compiling a 
census of Māori in the zone for the Tribal Committee, and to organise Red Cross classes 
for Māori young women. These tasks involved much legwork and canvassing of 
Wellington City and its surrounds, speaking to employers, unions, and the Māori 
women themselves. According to her reports, half of the dwellings she visited she 
classed as “inferior” or “very bad”. Two reasons for these assessments were generally 
given: either as a result of overcrowding or resulting from the unsavoury environment 
where the dwelling was located.  
Dwellings visited by Pitt often turned up multiple cases in need of assistance. 
An example of this is a house on Belfast Street which had a reputation for sheltering 
young Māori women. One girl’s mental state was so confused she “was extremely 
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vague as to when or where she had ever worked.”162 Like many of these cases she was 
receiving treatment for venereal disease at Wellington Public Hospital. Colonel 
Hemphill was contacted, and the Recruiting Officer of the Wairarapa, where her parents 
resided, was also informed. Her parents came to collect her, to bring her home and to 
Masterton Hospital for treatment. This is an example of the general process a Welfare 
Officer would go through. The house on Belfast Street was reported to have 15 Māori 
occupants living in three bedrooms. The woman in charge was mother to nine of them. 
Living there was an unmarried 23 year old with three children. She had never been in 
employment considered proper by Pitt, and was seeking any work.  
Another girl in the same house approached Pitt for help finding employment for 
five girls who were aged from 13 to 23. This girl then relocated from the Belfast Street 
house, and Pitt managed to track her whereabouts to Wingfield Street where she was 
found intoxicated with another Māori girl. Both apparently frequented the Indian and 
Chinese quarters on Tui Street and Taranaki Street. This house was known to the police 
as keeping Māori girls under the guise of “housekeeper” and a “companion” for the 
housekeeper.163 In reality they entertained members of the military. The girl, who was 
18 years old, was in poor health and had not worked for months. Pitt was able to get her 
admitted to Wellington Public Hospital. Once discharged Pitt hoped to secure better 
accommodation until her parents arrived from Ohakune to take her home. I highlight 
these cases because it shows how difficult welfare officers’ jobs were, requiring a lot of 
legwork, communication, and organisation, and how large a role women played in this 
facet of the war effort. 
Another type of case dealt with by Welfare Officers was when Māori had 
difficulty accessing housing despite having good jobs. On Rugby Street, Pitt reported a 
 




dwelling with one main room and one small room. Two single beds and one table 
furnished the place which housed a man and his wife, their married daughter who had a 
two year old, three other children, and a disabled son who occupied the small room.164 
One of the children was afflicted with measles. This family was from Hawke’s Bay and 
had come to Wellington because the father was employed in an essential industry. 
According to Pitt they believed that because they were Māori they would not be able to 
rent decent accommodation, although they could afford it. Another example of 
overcrowding was on Roxborough Street where four girls lived in one room with two 
beds. Six of the Māori girls in the house were employed in industry. Welfare Officers 
were tasked with sorting out such cases, helping Māori know they had the right to 
decent housing and helping them find accommodation that suited their needs.  
Katene ended his report by mentioning fifteen Māori girls who were held in the 
Wellington Borstal Institution as of November 1942. Their home localities were 
Whanganui, Te Puke, Rotorua, Rakaia, Tuai, Napier, Moteo, Taihape, Tuakau, Kaipara, 
New Plymouth, Kawakawa, Pokeno, Eastbourne, and Palmerston North. All were 
committed from Wellington where they were living and/or working.165 This is the kind 
of thing Pitt was working to prevent. The range of places the girls hailed from shows 
young women were coming from all around the country to Wellington during World 
War Two for employment.  
In the aforementioned meeting of the Southern Ngātiporou Executive 
Committee on 21 January 1945, the matter of Mrs Maora Tamihana’s role was 
discussed.166 Despite being employed and having their wages paid by the National 
Service Department, the position of Women Welfare Officers was created so they could 
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focus on social welfare. After review, it was apparent that in the case of Mrs Tamihana 
in Gisborne, she was spending virtually all her time on manpower issues rather than 
social welfare. Ngata pointed out welfare officers were appointed by the MWEO, 
despite where their wages came from, and therefore it needed to be made clear what 
welfare officers duties were. Mrs Tamihana herself spoke briefly and stated that her 
training prior to starting her position was not only on how to handle welfare issues. She 
stated the Tribal Committees could direct her in her role. Overall the meeting was split 
on the exact role of a welfare officer, but no complaints were put forth over the quality 
of Mrs Tamihana’s work thus far.  
Correspondence between the District Manpower Officer in Gisborne to the 
Controller of Manpower reveals the attitude of the National Service Department to 
welfare officers. From the tone of the letter, it seems there was tension surrounding the 
National Service Department being responsible for the wages of Mrs Tamihana.167 The 
Officer notes it is unclear what the Executive Committee wants Mrs Tamihana to do. 
Ultimately, the District Officer states if Mrs Tamihana is to focus on welfare then she 
should be employed by the Native Department rather than the National Service 
Department. The Officer is critical of the statements from the Executive, and it seems he 
felt they lacked sufficient knowledge in what they were debating. Discussion between 
Captain Ferris of the MWEO and the Controller of Manpower deemed it unneccessary 
to transfer Mrs Tamihana to the Native Department, unless it could be proven she would 
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The Legacy of the MWEO 
By 1946 the MWEO had been absorbed into the DoMA, which continued the work of 
the Native Department. Tribal Committees were the aspect of real continuity between 
the MWEO and the DoMA, with most Māori who held adminsitrative positions 
removed.169 In accordance with the Māori Social and Economic Advancement Act 
1945, Tribal Districts had to be re-done and boundaries reassigned along with Tribal 
Executives and Committees.170  
 Comparing the Whangaroa Tribal Committees from 1945-1946 with their 1943 
counterparts shows personnel had mostly retained the same positions. The Kaeo 
Exeutive Committee from 1943 was renamed the Whangaroa Executive Committee but 
it contained the same eight Tribal Committees (albeit with two having been renamed), 
the same Executive Chairman, and at least seven out of sixteen Tribal Commitee 
Chairmen or Secretaries being the same as in 1943.171 Another five are also potentially 
the same person but differences in spelling and surnames makes it difficult to be 
absolutely certain. Therefore it is likely three quarters of personnel are the same as in 
1943. I note this because there seemed to have been little consternation from the 
MWEO over the credentials and fitness of these people for roles in the Tribal 
Committees, as the idea was for Māori to choose these people themselves. Here we can 
see the MWEO and DoMA were essentially dealing with the same people so it is 
interesting that the DoMA felt it neccessary to investigate the character of people who 
had been in these roles for some years. In addition to investigating the personnel in 
Tribal Executives, the DoMA sent the Whangaroa Tribal Committees copies of the 
Māori Social and Economic Advancement Act 1945, local by-laws and gazettes, as well 
 
169 Locke, 28.  
170 Department of Māori Affairs to Whangaroa Tribal Executive, 16 May 1946, R15054916. 
171 Comparison made between Appendix C of this thesis and List of Chairman and Secretaries- 
Whangaroa Tribal District, 1946, R15054916. 
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as minute books, set up bank accounts and other material for running the 
organisation.172 
 In the post-war decades, under DoMA Tribal Committees were amalgamated 
and boundaries altered as the shifting population numbers required. Presumably, a 
thinning population in one area meant it could be brought under the administration of a 
Tribal Committee nearby, whereas population growth would necessitate a new Tribal 
Committee. In 1956, the Zone 1 Tribal Committees Paparore and Waiharara became 
part of the Awanui Committee, and Takahue and Mangataerore were absolved into the 
already existing Pamapuria Committee. The Aketere Committee merged into the 
Waitaruke Committe, and further south Kerikeri was brought into the Te Tu Committee, 
and Akerama into the Motatau Committee.173 This can be attributed to Māori urban 
migraton, and populations moving out of the jurisdiction of these small Tribal 
Committees. In 1947 the Native Department had come up with 22 zones for 
administration, with 35 Welfare Officers– 23 men and 12 women. Zones with a larger 
Māori population or large area to cover were given an additional officer.174 
Boundary lines of Tribal Districts and Tribal Committees frequently changed in 
the years after World War Two, and into the 1950s. Areas were combined to create 
more effective and streamlined administration, or to match tribal affiliations. An 
example of this is in 1953 when the boundary of the Awanui Tribal Committee area in 
the Ngāti Kahu Tribal District was moved to be further east by one mile, following a 
different waterway, in order to comply with sub-tribal affiliations.175 The Ngāti Kahu 
district areas were originally set in 1946 when the MWEO merged with DoMA. Other 
reasons for amalgamation of committee areas are due to population shifts. In 1954 nine 
 
172 Native Department to Whangaroa Tribal Committee, 10 September 1947, R15054916. 
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174 Organisation under the Māori Social and Economic Advancement Act, 15 April 1947, Māori 
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Committees were amalgamated into three stronger Committees.176 In the Whangaroa 
Tribal District in 1956, two new Tribal Committees were formed. The area known as 
Pupuke, with a population of 250, was separated from the Te Patunga area, with a 
population of 150, because of differences and disagreements between these two 
communities. The Pupuke community had been dominant in the previous Tribal 
Committee and there were claims they were only looking after the interests of those in 
the Te Patunga area.177 Such amalgamations and boundary readjustments continued into 
the 1960s.  
The legacy of the MWEO is seen in the activities of the Māori Welfare Division 
of the DoMA, and the continued work they did to facilitate Māori urban migration in 
the post-war era. The first part of their aim was “To promote the advancement in life of 
the Māori people as an integral part of the economic advancement of New Zealand.”178 
Māori integration into the economic sphere is a development brought about by the 
success of the MWEO’s work in World War Two and the needs arising from continued 
urban migration. In the Division’s objectives their stated goals included advancing the 
physical, educational, and moral well-being of Māori, maintenance of full citizenship, 
and preserving Māori language, culture, and history. The success of these objectives 
will not be discussed here but it is part of the MWEO’s legacy that these were at least 
intended.  
It is worth highlighting the educational legacy of the MWEO. The Division 
stated they would work with Vocational Guidance Officers to place young Māori into 
schools for vocational training, and maintain communication with schools on vocational 
guidance and training.179 They would ensure youths were placed into appropriate trades, 
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and help establish trade schools. This also extended to aiding the Rehabilitation 
Department with placing returned servicemen into vocations. Here one can see the 
similarities between the actions of the MWEO and the post-war Māori Welfare 
Division, in placing Māori into trades and vocations where they were needed. As with 
the MWEO, it was Māori in these Welfare Officer roles, both men and women.180 
A 1949 report from the Māori Education and Employment Committee, within 
the Department of Labour and Employment, set out the approaches that would be taken 
to alleviate Māori employment issues.181 Land development projects, despite the limited 
acreage available, were considered an immediately available fix. The establishment of 
industry in centres of Māori population was considered unlikely to spontaneously occur 
but some form of manufacturing was thought of as desirable and the Committee 
recommended some experimentation. An alternate proposition was to transfer Māori to 
industries with available employment opportunities, however this would contribute to 
the over-crowding in cities like Auckland and Wellington. Placement of Māori school-
leavers into vocational training was considered important and looked to the long-term. 
All schools were to supply information on Māori boys and girls leaving school and their 
employment prospects. This would be given to the Māori Welfare Officers who would 
collaborate with Vocational Guidance Officers to arrange placement.   
 
Public Service outside of the MWEO 
While the MWEO is the focus of this chapter, I also wish to draw attention to the public 
service sector outside of government departments. The 1945 census states 46 Māori 
women were employed as clerical workers, such as typists, a type of employment 
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previously reserved for Pākehā women.182 Looking to personal stories reveals the 
experiences of Māori women and the impact urban migration had on those who came of 
age during the war years. One person of note is Te Onehou Phillis. Her 2012 
autobiography Maumahara: The Memories of Te Onehou Phillis includes details on her 
life in the 1940s. Her work in the public service began with a position in the Whakatāne 
County Council as a typist clerk.183 Phillis was the first Māori woman in this role at this 
council and it was noted with pride by the Bay of Plenty Beacon, that Māori women 
were finding constructive things to do “off the pā”. Phillis’ autobiography mentions 
friends and acquaintances met in these positions, young Māori women like herself. 
Friends named as Girlie and Moa took office jobs the year after Phillis. 
 Phillis was not originally from Whakatāne but moved there for job 
opportunities. Through her narration we can see how Phillis moved gradually to larger 
cities. Phillis boarded with a Pakeha couple who took in young women needing support, 
many of whom were pregnant to US soldiers. Phillis recounted that her te reo came in 
useful at the Council. Her next move was to Mount Maunganui and a role as a typist on 
the Town Board.184  In this position she was tasked with typing correspondence and 
assisted with town rates and rent. An incident where she was charged with possession of 
alcohol caused her to be fired. The injustice of that was not lost on her, as this was 
illegal only for Māori (Phillis was of drinking age at the time). Clearly, despite Māori 
thinking they were doing their part to secure their place on equal footing with Pākehā, 
there was still inequality embedded in the justice system.  
After this Phillis found employment at St Peters School in Cambridge as a 
waitress. She worked there for six months and was among other Māori women. She 
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mentioned some by name – Lucy Opai from Mangere, Beatrice and Tui Taute from 
Lake Karapiro, and May Hakaraia from Rawhiti. Phillis remained in this role until the 
end of the war. In 1946 she took a post at the New Zealand Dairy Company in 
Hamilton, as a typist clerk in the Transport Department. She remained there for five 
years. Her journey from Whakatāne to Hamilton is a single example of urban migration 
during World War Two, and shows how young Māori women were able to relocate 
based on the new opportunities afforded to them in this era.  
Other personal stories are compiled in The Silent Migration: Ngati Poneke 
Young Māori Club 1937-1948. This volume captures the experiences of Māori urban 
migration in pre-war and war years, using Ngāti Poneke as a focal point. Ngāti Poneke 
was a cultural club founded by Apirana Ngata for Māori of varying tribal backgrounds 
in Wellington and served as a place for Māori to interact and engage with their cultural 
roots, which they may have become separated from in Wellington. It was also a Tribal 
Committee once the MWEO was founded. The club was another way Māori were 
involved in the war effort, with Ngāti Poneke hosting wartime fundraising concerts and 
contributing at other patriotic functions. When established in 1937, only 336 Māori 
were living in Wellington.185 By 1945 the Wellington Māori population numbered 780 
out of 123,771.186 As the population grew during the 1940s and 1950s Ngāti Poneke 
continued to provide a place where Māori could connect with people who shared their 
experiences during this period of transition.  
A few members of the club took up jobs in the public service in Wellington. 
Witarina Harris, from Ohinemutu in Rotorua, started work in Apirana Ngata’s office in 
1929.187 When Witarina left her job in 1932 her sister Francie took over.188 This 
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position would also be taken by Meri Mataira who had come from Westport in 1934 
with her mother.189 Mataira began her career as a typist working for Columbia Pictures, 
and was sixteen when she went to work for Ngata. At that time there were only three or 
four Māori shorthand typists working for the government.190 Mataira also worked for 
the Native Land Court which had twenty eight Māori staff. After that she went to work 
for Paraire Paikea in his role on the Māori Executive Council.191 Titi McDonnell 
worked for the Native Trusts Office.192 According to the personal histories in The Silent 
Migration, women entered these jobs before the war. Members of Ngāti Poneke were 
involved in the MWEO and others were in manpowered factory positions.  
 
Conclusion 
The MWEO has been studied from a political perspective that does not analyse the 
work of the organisation with a focus on its day-to-day activities. Without the MWEO it 
is difficult to see how Māori could have been manpowered as efficiently, and with the 
same level of authority they had. In participating in the manpowering of Māori the 
MWEO also contributed to urban migration, as did those Māori who relocated to work 
in the MWEO itself. Māori in the public service also features workers who were in 
clerical positions and the like, with most migrating to find this employment.  
 The MWEO engaged Māori in the war effort on a massive scale. It is likely that 
more than 3,000 Māori were involved in the Tribal Committees alone, in voluntary 
positons. The MWEO also gave Māori women a chance to engage in meaningful work, 
with Women Welfare Officers carrying out perhaps the most important activity in the 
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organisation. This welfare work brings together concerns about urban migration 
regarding morality and health of Māori, considered in relation to market gardening in 
Chapter Two, and the war effort. Women were also involved in Tribal Committees as 
members and sometimes in leadership positions such as Chair or Secretary.  
 The MWEO was so successful that it did not fade away, but rather was 
incorporated into the DoMA, where its influence on Māori welfare can be seen in the 
establishment of the Welfare Division. Welfare Officers continued their work liaising 
between Māori and the government to improve working and living conditions, and to 
help them find employment. Māori continued to be employed in relatively high 
positions compared to pre-World War Two. Here we see how the MWEO contributed to 
urban migration by helping Māori into urban employment and being the source of that 
employment themselves. The MWEO and its Māori workforce are paramount to 
understanding the history of Māori in the second half of the twentieth century, in terms 





With this thesis I set out to determine the extent to which Māori urban migration 
influenced the Māori home front war effort. Māori labour made a significant impact on 
the success of the war effort, and urban migration was vital to wartime production 
requirements. Studies of urban migration have tended to focus on the post-war boom, 
with only passing mention made to the origins of this boom. In this thesis I have 
demonstrated how World War Two and the cirumstances it created made spaces in 
different industries that were filled by Māori, and thus bolstered urban migration by 
laying the foundation and setting precedence for Māori mobility in the post-war years. 
In terms of the Māori war effort, most studies of the Māori home front focus on 
the rise and fall of the MWEO, or the rates of military volunteering, without analysing 
Māori presence in factory work or primary production in any detail. The Māori 
contribution to the World War Two home front deserves more than token mention in 
what are mostly Pākehā histories. The historiographies on migration and war are 
moving in the right direction especially in the last decade, but in this thesis I wanted to 
show how the two subjects are intrinsically linked, and identify industries that could be 
sites for investigation.  
The numerical recovery of the Māori population by the 1930s did not translate to 
better living conditions in many cases, and rural lifestyles for many became increasingly 
unsustainable from an economic point of view. Urban migration had already begun and 
this would swell with the beginning of the war. Comparisons between 1936 and 1945 
census data show increases for Māori participation in industrial employment, public 
service, and the populations of main cities. Urban migration developed during the 1930s 
as the failure of rural industries, lack of economic prospects, and insufficient land 
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development programs failed to support the growing population. This meant the Māori 
population were in a position to contribute to the war effort on a larger scale than they 
had previously. Manpower direction included Māori, and 11,550 Māori would 
eventually be directed into war work, out of a population that had passed 100,000 by the 
end of the war.   
I have framed this thesis around three types of employment, in order to 
demonstrate different areas where Māori contributed to the war effort, and how urban 
migration was linked to all aspects of the war effort. Market gardens were a focal point 
for urban migration both before and during the war, but have mostly been discussed in 
history in terms of anti-Asian rhetoric and Māori health and how it relates to housing. 
My research instead focused on the nature of the work done by Māori on market 
gardens, and identified the kin-based units that formed on market garden land. Most 
studies that analyse urban migration talk of individuals, mostly young people, yet I have 
found that there is evidence for larger family units of urban migrants, at least in this 
industry. The Panmure Survey shows most family units living on Chinese market 
gardens in this suburb included at least one member who worked on the gardens, in 
return for housing for the family. My research uncovered a surprising permanency to the 
migration stories of market garden workers, with entire families living on these 
grounds, and inter-racial marriages cementing ties to new homes.  
Māori labour would be vital in World War Two as New Zealand became a food 
producer not only for itself but the United Kingdom and the United States. Food 
production in manufacturing is another side to the New Zealand war effort, and the 
export of meat products to soldiers was essential. Māori were deployed as a reserve 
labour force and were critical in maintaining production, but this has been overlooked in 
historiography by studies that focus on business from a top-down perspective. My 
research on Māori employment in freezing works has uncovered a complicated story of 
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urban migration, such as at Moerewa and Mataura, both located rurally and employing 
workers who relocated or were manpowered to these factories. However, this was 
similar to what occurred in the cities because it was motivated by the need for 
employment. Although the number of Māori in freezing works was small in comparison 
to non-Māori during the war, it is part of the overall trend towards growing numbers of 
Māori in industrial employment.  
In contrast to the manual labour of market gardening or the freezing works, 
office work and the public service had previously been inaccessible to Māori. The war 
itself created new opportunities for Māori  to move to cities to take up clerical work, as 
the life of Te Onehou Phillis demonstrates. While the numbers who moved into clerical 
and public servive work were not large compared to manufacturing, the importance of 
the MWEO is unmistakable. Historians have analysed the MWEO in terms of Māori 
using it as a vehicle for self-determination, but my research has pointed to the MWEO 
as an unfamiliar area of Māori wartime employment, by examining the work done by 
the hundreds of Tribal Committees and by the Welfare Officers, showing how Māori 
men and women worked for what they saw as the advancement of their people. Tribal 
Committees were not always in favour of urban migration, but oversaw the manpower 
directives of many to essential industries, some of which were in cities. Welfare 
Officers worked to negate the difficulties that befell Māori who had migrated to the 
cities. I have argued that the MWEO can be analysed both as a director of urban 
migration, and as an employer of urban migrants.  
Māori bolstered the industrial labour force throughout the war. As many of these 
industries were located on the outskirts and in the midst of urban centres, Māori 
employment during World War Two is therefore crucial to understanding urban 
migration. Further research on employment and the war effort will add greater depth to 
the history of labour and war work in the 1940s. One approach is the model provided by 
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Melissa Matutina Williams in her article on a select group of Māori women working in 
a food processing factory and could, for instance, focus on Māori chain gangs in 
freezing works. Another area deserving of further analysis is Māori participation in the 
professions, such as nursing and teaching. 
This thesis has shown that Māori made a significant contribution to New 
Zealand’s home front war effort, particularly in food production and manufacturing. 
During the war urban migration was deeply entwined with the war effort. With this 
thesis, I have shown how the two are entangled, and that this period can be studied as 
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Appendix A: MWEO Zones as of July 1942 
Source: General-Maoris, R18788371, Archives New Zealand, Wellington. 
 
Northern Electorate: 
1. Counties of Mangonui and Whangaroa  
2. County of Hokianga and Hobson County from Hokianga boundary to and 
including Dargaville district 
3. Bay of Islands County (northern portion) 
4. Bay of Islands County (central area) 
5. Bay of Islands County- Awarua South along Mangakahia Road and part 
Whangarei County, Mangakahia Valley to Poroti 
6. Whangarei County 
7. Hobson County (South of Dargaville and Counties of Otamatea, Rodney, 
Waitemata) 
8. Auckland Metropolitan Area and Great Barrier Island 
 
Eastern Electorate: 
9. Counties of Opotiki, Whakatane, Rotorua, and Taupo 
10. Counties of Matakaoa, Waiapu, Uawa, Waikohu, and Cook 
11. County of Wairoa 
12. Counties of Hawkes Bay, Waipawa, Patangata, Dannevirke, Weber, Woodville 




14. Counties of Tauranga (Northern Portion), Ohinemuri, Thames, Coromandel, 
Hauraki Plains, Piako, Matamata, Manukau, Franklin, Waikato, Raglan 
15. Counties of Kawhia, Otorohanga, Waitomo, Ohura, Taumarunui, Kaitieke  
16. Counties of Clifton, Inglewood, Taranaki, Whangamomona, Egmont, Stratford, 
Eltham, Waimate, Wanganui, Hawera, Patea 
17. Counties of Waitotara, Waimarino, Wanganui, Rangitikei 
18. Counties of Kiwitea, Oroura, Pohangina, Manawatu, Kairanga, Horowhenua 
19. Counties of Hutt, Makara, Wellington City 
 
South Island Electorate: 





Appendix B: Counties and their Māori Populations, 1936 
and 1945 
Source: Population Census of New Zealand, 1936, 1945 
 
 





Mangonui 3650 3834 +114 
Whangaroa 1342 1325 +17 
Hokianga 4928 4901 -27 
Bay of Islands 4504 5297 +793 
Whangarei 2121 2730 +609 
Hobson 1179 1239 +201 
Otamatea 672 873 +103 
Rodney 242 345 +305 
Waitemata (Includes 
Auckland) 
449 754 +2777 
Eden (Includes 
Auckland) 
1517 4294 +414 
Manukau (Includes 
Auckland) 
498 912 +606 
Franklin (Includes 
Auckland)  
1205 1811 +326 
Raglan 2159 2485 +288 
Waikato 1043 1331 +785 
Waipa  1225 2010 +79 
Otorohonga 1198 1277 +55 
Kawhia 999 1054 +250 
Waitomo 1934 2184 +61 
Taumarunui 1158 1219 -42 
Coromandel 419 377 -125 
Thames 704 579 +79 
Hauraki 293 372 +145 
Ohinemuri 640 785 +91 
Piako 731 822 +594 
Matamata 1084 1678 +404 
Tauranga 2954 3358 +834 
Rotorua 2801 3635 +249 
Taupo 1536 1785 +752 
Whaktane 4202 4954 +752 
Opotiki 2589 2999 +410 
Matakaoa 1342 1547 +205 
Waiapu 4282 4341 +59 
Uawa 724 754 +30 
Waikohu 693 1028 +335 
Cook 1641 2181 +540 
Wairoa 3720 4364 +644 
Hawke’s Bay 2249 3065 +816 
Waipawa 270 266 -4 
Waipukurau 18 130 +112 
Patangata 385 323 -35 
Dannevirke 902 459 -443 
Woodville 18 47 +29 
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Weber 0 5 +5 
Ohura 173 172 -1 
Whangamomona 6 103 +97 
Clifton 381 313 +68 
Taranaki 885 1074 +189 
Inglewood 64 30 -34 
Egmont 818 882 +64 
Stratford 30 33 +3 
Eltham 60 133 +73 
Waimate West 385 400 +15 
Hawera 712 796 +84 
Patea 507 635 +128 
Kaiteke 261 604 +343 
Waimarino 743 937 +194 
Whanganui 969 934 -35 
Rangitikei 1517 1544 +27 
Kiwitea 3 24 +21 
Pohangina 6 20 +14 
Oroua 255 322 +67 
Manawatu 428 538 +110 
Kairanga 265 400 +135 
Horowhenua 1600 1704 +104 
Hutt 350 686 +336 
Makara (Includes 
Wellington) 
500 1047 +1047 
Pahiatua 55 54 -1 
Akitio 20 39 +19 
Castlepoint 20 38 +18 
Eketahuna 10 3 -7 
Mauriceville 42 22 -20 
Masterton 402 525 +123 
Wairarapa 136 223 +87 
Featherston 454 406 -48 
Sounds 118 84 -34 
Marlborough 414 466 +52 
Awatere 0 2 +2 
Kaikoura 99 157 +58 
Amuri 4 3 -1 
Cheviot 0 2 +2 
Waimea 118 165 +47 
Takaka 22 33 +11 
Collingwood  18 4 -14 
Buller  10 21 +11 
Murchison 16 0 -16 
Inanghua 5 11 +6 
Grey 20 35 +15 
Westland 132 138 +6 
Waipara 2 4 +2 
Kowai 0 5 +5 
Ashley 0 0 -- 
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Rangiora 233 228 -5 
Eyre 0 11 +11 
Oxford 0 1 +1 
Tawera 2 0 -2 
Malvern 4 12 +8 
Paparua 26 45 +19 
Waimairi 28 73 +45 
Heathcote (Includes 
Christchurch) 
234 384 +150 
Halswell 6 20 +14 
Mount Herbert 65 75 +10 
Akaroa 54 61 +7 
Wairewa 89 64 -25 
Springs 0 0 -- 
Ellesmere 57 29 -28 
Selwyn 6 3 -3 
Ashburton 18 33 +15 
Geraldine 169 138 -31 
Levels 30 44 +14 
Mackenzie 3 13 +10 
Waimate 71 42 +29 
Waitaki 86 68 -18 
Waihemo 2 0 -2 
Waikouaiti 58 48 -10 
Peninsula 65 47 -18 
Taieri (Inlcues 
Dunedin) 
124 160 +36 
Bruce 4 18 +14 
Clutha 42 24 -22 
Tuapeka 4 5 +1 
Maniototo 6 5 -1 
Vincent 9 4 -5 
Lake 15 4 -11 
Southland 201 299 +98 
Wallace 112 109 -3 
Fiord 0 0 -- 
Stewart Island 119 22 -97 
Great Barrier Island 119 22 -97 
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Appendix C: MWEO Tribal Committees as of January 1943 
Source: Maori War Effort Organisation, 1 January 1943, General-Maoris, 
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